TECHWOLOGY 


=S2 








































editorial 


SOUND RECORDING changed the face of music forever by the simple act of making performance 
and composition reversible: suddenly a performance, rather than being the end of a process - and always 
lost - became, potentially, the raw material of new composition. Abstract instruction, indeterminate as 
to interpretation and performance (the written score) was no longer the only medium for complex 
sound organisation: now concrete manipulation of actual sound became possible, and the recording 


itself was the only and finished version of a work. 


Sampling is no more than a recording system that gives instant access to any recorded sound at the touch 
of a button, key or pad. Digital sampling (Davis) when linked to computing power, allows the user to 
change the pitch, duration, dynamic shape or harmonic content of any sample, or simply to import it 
into another context unchanged. No need to generate any new or played sound; one can simply assemble 
and transmute exisiting recordings, including CDs, LPs and other readymades. Thus a new kind of 
sound construction is born, analogous to that of collage and photomontage in the visual arts, and a new 
sound constructor, not necessarily able to play any instrument nor musically literate, but able rather to 
work empirically, by experiment and listening alone. 


A wonderful instrument? Certainly one ubiquitous in popular and electronic music today. So why a 
‘problem’? Simply because it turns the whole inherited music paradigm upside down, making 
production consumption, finished work raw material and somebody else's work your own (Drake), thus 
challenging the base concepts of originality, individuality and property rights, the current pillars of 
established music practice. And property rights means money and big business (publishing is one of the 
most profitable sectors of the music industry today). The legal and moral issues raised (plagiarism, theft) 
have already caused much fluttering in the dovecotes, as well as lawsuits, byzantine sampling licence 
agreements and the destruction of important aesthetic (Mandatory Meltdown 1) and legitimately 





critical (Mandatory Meltdown 2) works. Our examples here are only two of many, though among the 
most eloquent, from where we stand. 


The philosophical aspects of the new technology have still adequately to be addressed, and I hope we 
shall go into these in future issues. 


Apart from this theme, the contents of the new publication (a new format edition of what used to be 
the ReR Quarterly follow our usual pattern: keeping abreast of developments in our field, and collecting 
and commissioning new musical and theoretical work. We adhere still to our policy of not adding to 
the mass of interviews and reviews adequatley provided elsewhere. 


Lastly, the Quarterly CDs and these accompanying sourcebooks remain a non-profit service. We have 
no advertising revenue or subsidy money. Our contributors are paid, though nominally, as a matter of 
principle and production costs for this quality, which we think you'd prefer, are extremely high. This 
explains the cover price (and why it is cheaper to subscribe or buy from us direct). 


In memoriam Alexander Zhilin. 


ISSN 0954-8807. General editor: Chris Cutler; Cover design: Troy Rapp; Cover photograph: 
Chris Cutler. Other production and design work by Counter Productions. Printed in England. 





CONTENTS 


Frontispiece Peter Blegvad ... I 
Editorial Chris Cutler ... 2 














The Last Steps to Heaven Allen Ravenstine ... 94 
ReR 0401: record details of the 
accompanying CD Chris Cutler ... 97 
ZGAmoniums: an exposition of ZGA's instrumentation ... 105 
More History of Sampling Bill Ellsworth ... 110, 111 

Endpiece ... 112 











aur a 











enisory p SIAL MI PY LIAN s] 


Most people are unaware that our 
current transition from analogue to 
digital technology is the second stage 
inadevelopmentthat began around 
the middle of the last century, cul- 
minating in the mid 1870s. Up to 
then all communications had been 
digital’ - but not necessary binary - 
such as the electric telegraph and 
Morse Code, as well as much older 
non-electrical systems like sema- 
phore and North American Indian 
smoke signals. It was the virtualy 
simultaneous invention of the tel- 
ephone (Alexander Graham Bell) 
and the phonograph (Thomas Alva 
Edison) that ushered in a century of 
analogue technology. 


The principal technique used in our 
second digital era was devised by 
Alec Reeves in 1937-38 under the 
name pulse-code modulation 
(PCM), in which error-correction 
was also foreseen. Reeves, a re- 
searcher in telephony for ITT (later 
STC) in Paris, arrived at PCM after 
experimenting with pulse-ampli- 
tude, pulse- width and pulse-time 
(or pulse-position) modulation (see 
Fig.1). Itis hard for us now to imag- 
ine the difficulties thatwere involved 
in devising such a new digital system 
in an analogue world, and indeed it 
wasn’t until semiconductors* came 
along that this approach really be- 
came practical. The first simple PCM 
system, for radio telephony, was 
operational by 1943; later on Reeves’ 
work was also developed elsewhere, 
including by a team at Bell Labs 
headed by Harold Black (1947-48). 

In recent years hi-fi and 


1. Sound is perceived in an analogue 
way, as continuous events in time. But it 
is possible to create sounds not only in 
this way but also digitally, by means of 
sequences of short impulses that are 
much too fast to hear individually; this 
is particularly suited to computers and 
computer-based equipment, which use 
a binary system in which all information 
is coded “yes” or “no”, “on” or “off”. 

2. Semiconductors are the much more 
compactelectronic devices, such as tran- 
sistors and integrated circuits, that re- 
placed valves. 


Hugh Davies 


synthesiser manufacturers, espe- 
cially in Japan, have often adopted 
the term PCM - simply to mean 
digital - as jargon to impress the 
public. At the end of the 1980s, 
however, other digital methods of 
solving some of the problems inher- 
entin high quality PCM began to be 
explored. In the diagram pulse am- 
plitude is shown as a vertical meas- 
urement, in which information is 
encoded as the relative height of 
each successive regular pulse, while 
the remaining possibilities are hori- 
zontal, such as a string of coded 
numerical values for PCM, and the 
relative widths (lengths) of other- 
wise identical pulses and their den- 
sity (the spacing between them). 
Both of the latter were also explored 
by Reeves; the former is used today 
in the form of the very similar tech- 
niques of pulse-width modulation 
(PWM: Yamaha, Technics, &c), 
pulse-length modulation (PLM; 
Sony) and pulse-edge modulation 
(PEM; JVC), while the latter is the 
basis of Philips’ pulse-density modu- 
lation (PDM). 

Since the late 1970s the term 
“sampling” has been applied in 
music to the method by which spe- 
cial musical instruments or appara- 
tus digitally “record” external sounds 
for subsequent resynthesis. But the 
term was originally used to decribe 
how in PCM the waveform of any 
sound can be analysed and/or syn- 
thesised simply by measuring its 
amplitude or loudness level at each 
of a sequence of vertical “slices” 
taken many thousand times per sec- 
ond (see Fig.2). Because, for musi- 
cal purposes, these slices are nor- 
mally made at a frequency of be- 
tween 40,000 and 50,000 times per 
second (in other words more than 
twice the highest audible frequen- 
cies) , every nuance of even the most 
complex waveforms can be captured. 

Edison’s cylinder phonograph 
was the first system ever devised for 
both storing and replaying any cho- 
sen sound or sequence of sounds, 
involving a special storage medium 
on which the recording could be 
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permanently retained. With the new 
analogue techniques that they had 
introduced into a digital world it is 
hardly surprising that Edison and 
Bell did not forsee how subtantially 
their inventions would affect the 
future of the whole planet, and in- 
deed for some time their signifi- 
cance went unrecognised. In 1878, 
several months after his invention 
of the phonograph, among several 
possible applications for itdescribed 
by Edison in a patent (but one that 
does not appear to have been con- 
structed) was the earliest form of 
Speak-’n’-Spell, to teach the rela- 
tionship between each letter of the 
alphabet and its sound: a set of type- 
writer keys, each labelled with a sin- 
gle letter, activated the playback of 
individual sections of a long cylin- 
der that contained the spoken form 
of the letter. 

In the subsequent century many 
other recording systems have been 
developed, both analogue and - 
more recently - digital, all of which 
have been proposed or utilised as 
the basis for musical instruments 
and comparable systems, whereby, 
cuckoo-like, the instrument has no 
voice of its own, but can be said to 
“speak with the voice of another 
instrument”. For the lack of any 
better word, “sampling” is used in 
this survey to describe all of these 
methods of storing and replaying 
sounds, analogue as well as digital. 
Indeed recent terminoglogy describ- 
ing digital systems can not only use- 
fully be applied to analogue ones, 
but also gives us greater insight into 
the ideas and ingenuity behind 
them. 


Early Imitations of Speech 
and Other Musical 
Instruments 


The concept of one instrument that 
sounds like another is not new. Al- 
ready in Roman times one of the 
oldest instruments, the hydraulic 
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1(a) Simple analogue signal (sine wave) 1 (c) Pulse-width modulation 
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1(d) Pulse-time (position) modulation 


1(b) Pulse-amplitude modulation 


Fig.1 (a-e) 


1(a) simple analogue signal (sine wave) 

Four different digital versions of the 

same signal; for the sake of clarity these 1(e) Pulse-code modulation (PCM) 
diagrams are coded with only three bits 

(normally fourteen, sixteen or more 

bits are used), and show only a small 

proportion of the hundreds or thou- 

sands of sample “slices”: 


1(b) pulse-amplitude modulation 

1(c) pulse-width modulation 

1(d) pulse-time (position) modulation 
1(e) pulse-code modulation (PCM) 


Asequence of measurements of an ana- 
logue signal requires values both for 
time (horizontal) and for amplitude 
(vertical). All measurements of a digital 
signal are related to a constant, very 
short time unit, so that only one value is 
needed: these diagrams show the signal 
(consisting of values 467642124 in the 
3-bit range, which uses only the num- 
bers from 0 to 7) depicted by pulse 
amplitude, width, time displacement, 
and, the simplest, its coded binary nu- 
merical value. 


Fig.2 

A more complex waveform, showing 
how its outline can be translated into 
sampled “slices”; the closer these are 
together (in other words, with a higher 
sampling frequency), the more accu- 
rately the sound will be represented. In 
this example the highest point would 
not be sampled correctly, because it 
occurs between two slices in a manner Fig. 2 
that a computer could not predict. 





pipe organ, was expanded by add- 
ing separately controllable parallel 
sets of pipes (“ranks”), which were 
later to be identified by the names 
of other instruments whose timbres 
they resembled most closely, lead- 
ing to the large multitimbral instru- 
ments that were installed in many 
mediaeval European cathedrals. By 
the 16th century birdsong imitations 
and percussive sound effects were 
occasionally incorporated. From 
around 1800 a number of large 
mechanical organs known as 
orchestrions specifically imitated all 
the instruments of the symphony 
orchestra or military band with many 
ranks of pipes and free reeds in 
addition to built-in percussion in- 
struments. 

There has also been a long his- 
tory of speech synthesis, in which 
the human voice is artificially recre- 
ated - for a variety of motives. This 
goes back to very early myths and 
legends, especially from China, such 
as a bamboo spike fixed below a 
sliding temple door that ran in a 
groove in the floor, producing 
sounds “Please shut the door” and, 
in reverse, “Thank you”, as well as 
the speaking heads attributed to 
several leading European religious 
figures in the 13th century, such as 
Albertus Magnus and Roger Bacon. 
Serious exploration with bellows- 
powered machines began in the sec- 
ond half of the 18th century, from 
simple talking dolls (“Mama”) to 
elaborate keyboard-controlled sys- 
tems in which mechanical equiva- 
lents of the human throat, mouth 
and larynx were manipulated; one 
such machine (in which the air was 
mouth-blown) was constructed in 
1863 by Bell at the age of sixteen, 
only thirteen years before he in- 
vented the telephone. A pioneering 
20th century machine was the key- 
board- operated Voder (Voice-Op- 
eration DEmonstratoR), devised by 
Homer Dudley and others at Bell 
Telephone Laboratories in 1937, a 
year after they had invented the 
vocoder. Simple apparatus for imi- 
tating animal sounds from the late 
18th century onwards featured 
string-pulled miniature bellows (very 
similar to today’s hand-held card- 
board tubs, produced in the Far 


East, which operate the bellows when 
turned upside down) ; mouth-blown 
bird calls and whistles are, of course, 
much more ancient. 

Finally, the very earliest, albeit 
unwitting, form of sampling. In the 
late 1960s Dr Richard Woodbridge 
experimented with retrieving 
sounds (but did not succeed in his 
real aim, actual speech) that were 
“recorded” from the immediate 
environment in the decoration of 
some old pots, where a pointed stick 
was used to make fine grooves while 
the potter’s wheel was turning; these 
sounds obviously included the noises 
made by the wheel itself. A decade 
later Woodbridge’s idea was ex- 
plored, apparently independently, 
by Dr Peter Lewin in Toronto. Ifany 
such ancient sounds are to be dis- 
covered, today’s sophisticated laser- 
beam technology (as used in com- 
pact disc players) with computer- 
enhancement should prove more 
successful than the experiments car- 
ried out by these two men. 

Out of all these ideas, itis only in 
decorated pots and the myth of the 
Chinese temple door, however, that 
sounds could have been recorded. 
In the other methods, the recrea- 
tion of a particular sound quality 
required a comparable method of 
generating sound vibrations, often, 
as with organ pipes and reeds, using 
a completely different principle of 
sound production. From the pho- 
nograph onwards, this restriction 
has no longer existed. Among 
Edison’s earliest practical applica- 
tions of the phonograph were, once 
again, talking dolls. 


Analogue Sampling: 
Electromagnetic 


In 1887 Emile Berliner was the first 
person to extend the idea of Edison’s 
cylinder phonograph successfully, 
as the disc gramophone, In the fol- 
lowing decade Valdemar Poulsen 
developed the Telegraphone, the 
first magnetic recorder, using mag- 
netised wire. The earliest proposals 
for basing a musical instrumentona 
sound recording system were sey- 
eral keyboard phonographs using 


multiple prerecorded cylinders or 
discs, including patent applications 
made by Michael Weinmeister, Aus- 
tria, in 1906, Antoine Chatard, 
France, in 1907 and Demetrio 
Maggiora with Matthew Sinclair, 
Britain, in 1908), while an electro- 
magnetic system by Melvin L.Severy 
(the inventor of the Choralcelo’), 
describing the possibility of inscrib- 
ing recordings of musical notes onto 
rotating magnetic discs, formed part 
of his US patent 1218324 (applied 
for in 1907, but only finally granted 
in 1917). 

It was not until after World War 
I that other inventors patented, and 
in some cases constructed, musical 
instruments that were based on one 
or other of the then currently avail- 
able sound recording techniques. 
In parallel with the development of 
the magnetic recorder asa dictating 
machine during the 1920s, early pat- 
ents were granted to K.Fiala (Ger- 
many, 1920), R.Michel (Germany, 
1925), A.Douilhet (France, 1925) 
and, especially, Charles-Emile 
Hugoniot (France, 1921-22) for the 
instruments in which electromag- 
netic wires, discs or cylinders were 
the recording medium. Around 
1930 A.Schmalz and Earle L.Kent 
also explored such approaches, the 
latter with lops of metal ribbon, and 
in 1942 a young Cuban composer 
Juan Blanco’ proposed a 
“Multiorgan” based on wire loops, 
but could not afford the fee to pat- 
entit. Electrostatic discs containing 
sampled waveforms photoetched 
from oscillograms were proposed in 
a British patent by Estell Scott 
(1937). Other similar patents were 
taken out up to at least 1950 
(Graydon F.Illsey, for magnetic 
discs), but none of them led to an 


3. An exact contemporary of the histori- 
cally better-known pioneering 
Telharmonium, the Choralcelo was first 
demonstrated in 1909. It resembled a 
two-manual organ; it not only had a 
normal piano mechanism but also pro- 
duced sustained organ-like timbres by 
electromagnetically vibrating the piano 
strings and bars and sheets of glass, 
wood and metal using rotating mag- 
netic discs and wheels. For all of this a 
special machine room was required. 
Several instruments were installed in 
private homes in the USA. 











effective instrument. Itwas not until 
1964 that a successful instrument 
based on current magnetic tape re- 
cording technology, and normally 
considered to have been the first 
“sampler”, was marketed: the 
Mellotron. 

The probelms that arose with 
early electromagnetic systems in- 
cluded the lack of an adequate fre- 
quency response, the difficulty of 
creating a magnetisable surface that 
was completely constant and the 
wear and tear produced by its con- 
tact with a playback head. Of these, 
only the latter affected musical in- 
struments based on gramophone 
discs, but although these were ex- 
plored in the late 1920s by 
J-B.Blossom, N.Banks-Cregier and 
others they were also unsuccessful. 


Analogue Sampling: 
Photoelectric 


The introduction of the optical film 
soundtrack for the sound film at the 
end of the 1920s added a powerful 
new recording medium in which 
these problems were largely solved; 
the sound is photoelectrically re- 
corded on a narrow track beside the 
visual images (see Fig.3a), and the 
fact thatitis visible means that itcan 
even be monitored and analysed. 
Most of the photoelectric organs 
and organ-like instruments from the 
late 1920s and the 1930s were based 
on the mechanism ofa rotating disc 
that interrupted the passage of a 
beam of light between its source 
and a photocell (already used by 
Hendrik van der Bijl in 1916 and 
envisaged in 1921 by Hugoniot), 
thus avoiding the wear and tear of 
direct contact with the surface of 
the recording. Many of these sys- 
tems used a principle derived from 
that of the siren, interrupting the 
light-beam bya rotating opaque disc 
in which holes or slits had been cut 
(sometimes in combination with a 
static waveform mask), which do 
not concern us here, but a few were 
based on transparent glass or cellu- 
loid discs on which photographi- 
cally-derived waveforms were out- 
lined (see Fig.3b). 


These discs were created by one 
of two techniques. In the first, more 
common method, the waveforms 
were initially drawn by hand and 
then photographed: some more 
experimental approaches even in- 
volved photographing letters of the 
alphabet and facial profiles. These 
therefore produced synthesised and 
not sampled sounds. In the second 
method, visual representations of 
sounds from existing musical instru- 
ments, such as could be shown ona 
cathode ray tube, were photo- 
graphed. (Existing photographic 
images that do not represent acous- 
tic sources can also be used, as in 
Guy Sherwin’s short abstract films 
Speed and Sound and Musical Stairs 
(both 1977), in which moving im- 
ages of railway tracks and the steps 
of a metal staircase are also the 
source of the optical soundtrack.) 

The difference between these 
two techniques does not necessarily 
produce any great difference in the 











Fig.3(a) 

Representation of a short section of 
film. At the edgesare the sprocket holes; 
the single line of the soundtrack, indi- 
cated by the arrow, is a recording of any 


combination of music, speech and other 
sounds. In the projector the film is 
transported in sucha way that the sound- 
track passes between a light-beam, and 
a photocell. 





resulting sound, especially if an ac- 
curate visual representation were 
copied by hand; it is comparable, in 
today’s terms, to that betwen a real- 
istic digitally synthesised imitation 
ofan existing instrumentandasam- 
pled recording of the same instru- 
ment. Among over a dozen photo- 
electric instruments invented in the 
period, at least three involved sam- 
pled sounds: these were the Hardy- 
Goldthwaite organ (New York, 
c.1930), Edwin Welte’s Lichtton- 
Orgel (1934-36) , with discs thatwere 
mainly derived from recordings of 
famous European pipe organs, and 
- mainly used for sound effects - the 
Singing Keyboard (Frederick 
R.Sammis, Hollywood, c.1936), the 
closest to the Mellotron, in which a 
short length of film with optical 
soundtrack was assigned to each key 
and played back when that key was 
depressed. Two further pioneers of 
photoelectric instruments of the 
period, Emmerich Spielmann (Aus- 
tria) in 1931 and Pierre Toulon 
(France) in the mid-1930s, proposed 
sampled photoelectric discs, butdid 
not construct such systems, while 
patents from the period include sys- 
tems based on film loops by Victor 
H.Severy and by Clet Bedu and on 
discs by the Bechstein piano com- 
pany. 

A further application ofsampling 
on optical discs was for storing both 
sound and speech in some telephone 
“speaking clocks” from the mid- 
1930s. Earlier speaking clocks (prob- 
ably not used with telephone sys- 
tems) were based on gramophone 
discs (as proposed by Edison in his 
1878 patent), such as one devised by 
B.Hillerin Berlin in 1914 (preceded 
by his sprocketed celluloid film sys- 
tem of 1911, attributed by another 
source to Max Markus in 1902), 
which contianed 48 parallel disc- 
like grooves, one for each quarter 
hour over a twelve-hour period. 
Telephone speaking clocks were 
introduced in Rome in 1931 and in 
Paris in 1932, and may well have 
employed optical mechanisms, as 
was definitely the case with a ma- 
chine built by the Swedish comapny 
Ericsson in 1934. In the same period 
E.A.Speight and O.W.Gill con- 
structed TIM (accessed by dialling 
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Fig.3(b) 

Photoelectric tone-wheel (for the Lichtton- 
Orgel): each ring on the glass disc produces 
one of several different waveforms at a differ- 


ent frequency (the number of times the wave- 
form is repeated in its ring). When the disc is 
rotated, each ring varies the way in which a 
light-beam affects a photocell. 














those three letters) for the British 
telephone system, which was intro- 
duced in London in 1936 and by 
1939 was in use in 12 more cities. It 
contianed four separate concentri- 
cally-banded discs for different seg- 
ments of the spoken message plus 
the three eletronic timing “pips” 
(“At the third stroke it will be... 
precisely: * * *”), One of these ma- 
chines has been restored and can be 
seen and heard in the Museum of 
Science and Industry in Birming- 
ham, while the prototype for Mk.II 
(1954), with three such discs, is on 
display at the Science Museum in 
London. 


Musique Concrete 


In 1948 at the Paris radio station 
(RTF) Pierre Schaeffer initiated the 
activity in musique concrete that di- 
rectly or indirectly influenced nearly 
all subsequent tape-based composi- 
tions. For the first three years, how- 
ever, this was carried out not with 
tape recorders but with the older 
disc apparatus. Just as with the earli- 
est Edison phonographs, machines 
were available both for recording 
sounds onto disc and for replaying 
(as well as mixing) them. A particu- 
lar technique devised by Schaeffer 
was the sillon ferme (closed or locked 
groove) in which - similar to the 
later tape loop - a short sound was 
recorded in a groove that formed a 
complete circle rather than spiral- 
ling inwards. Schaeffer’s diary for 
1948 documents the various stages 
that led him to this new medium, 
which were initially influenced by 
the traditional approach to making 
music with musical instruments in 
real time. These included the idea 
of an organ based on gramophone 
turntables (April 1948), even imag- 
ining himself, Hollywood style, sur- 
rounded by “twelve dozen” turnta- 
bles. Indeed he developed great fa- 
cility in the studio for “performing” 
the playback and level controls of 
several (often four) playback turn- 
tables for creating his early sound 
collages, thus putting together - es- 
pecially if the discs contained more 
than one closed groove - a type of 


sampling machine. 

History, however, led Schaeffer 
in a different direction. Perhaps the 
most radical feature in his work was 
the assembly of the final recording 
in several successive stages. A fur- 
ther development occured in 1951, 
when the French radio obliged 
Schaeffer’s group (initiallywith great 
reluctance) to replace all their disc 
recorders. Several other composers 
also created pieces by means of disc 
manipulation around this time 
(Tristram Cary, London, from 1947, 
Paul Boisselet, Paris, from 1948, 
Raymond Chevreuille, Brussels and 
Mauricio Kagel, Buenos Aires, from 
1950), but none of them matched 
Schaeffer’s sustained and develop- 
ing compositional activity in the 
medium. 


The Tape Recorder 


At the end of World War II a new 
tool had emerged, which was to form 
the basis for the new era in elec- 
tronic music: the magnetic tape re- 
corder, Earlier problems of the 
mechanisms, magnetic recording 
surface and electrical techniques 
(such as high frequency bias) had 
been satisfactorily resolved, and the 
machine was soon marketed with 
great success. Its earliest creative 
use, with less than ideal magnetised 
paper tape, appears to have been in 
film scores by the American com- 
poser Jack Delano, workingin Puerto 
Rico from 1946. Between around 
1948 and 1951 the tape recorder 
replaced all previous recording sys- 
tems, such as gramophones and 
magnetic wire recorders, at Euro- 
pean and North American radio sta- 
tions. Very soon experimentation 
with the new medium began: elec- 
tronic music studios were set up in 
several countries, some with special- 
ised forms of tape recorder. In 1953 
in Paris, for example, where the 
group had transferred all their disc 
techniques to the new medium of 
tape, Schaeffer patented the 
“phonogene”, in which a loop of 
tape ran pasta set of twelve playback 
heads, any one of which could be 
engaged by means of a capstan with 


a different diameter, thus enabling 
the composer to transpose a sound 
to any semitone within an octave. 
Several Canadian electronic music 
studios received models of Hugh Le 
Caine’s keyboard-controlled Special 
Purpose Tape Recorder or “Multi- 
Track” (1955), in whcih up to 10 
stereo tapes or tape- loops could be 
individually varied in speed. 

Commercial instruments fol- 
lowed soon afterwards. In the 1960s 
the first successful sampling instru- 
ment, the Mellotron (later, for legal 
reasons, manufactured as the 
Novatron), was based - much like 
the Singing Keyboard - on short 
lengths of magnetic tape. Onlyafew 
ofits immediate predecessors, Harry 
Chamberlain’s Rhythmate (c.1960), 
were built, and neither of its 1970s 
offspring (using 8-track tape car- 
tridges), Dave Biro and Rick 
Wakeman’s Birotron and the Band- 
master Powerhouse rhythm ma- 
chine, was much more successful. 
Photoelectric sampling systems 
briefly emerged once again around 
1970, with the small Optigan from 
Mattel and its derivative the Vako 
Orchestron. But while a few electro- 
mechanical instruments managed 
to survive during the 1970s, by the 
early 1980s the advent of digital re- 
cording totally superseded all previ- 
ous sound-generating systems in 
cost, capability and efficiency. An 
exception is the musician Jacques 
Dudon, who since the mid-1980s 
has developed a series of unusual 
photoelectric instruments, but his 
hand-and computer-drawn discs use 
the principle of the optical siren 
and are not samplers. 


Digital Sampling 


Digital sampling involves the assess- 
ment of the waveform of the sound 
to be recorded in terms of ampli- 
tude, sampled in tiny slices at a rate 
thatis normally between 15KHz (for 
telephony) and 50KHz. Such an 
analysis is the exact reverse of digital 
synthesis (and thus closely related), 
whereby a sound is assembled from 
a series of similar tiny slices and 
smoothed out by a digital-to-ana- 
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logue converter (see Fig.2). Since 
any waveform can be plottedin terms 
of loudness variations versus time, a 
digital analysis or synthesis of its 
contour, however complex, by 
means of a string of sampling slices 
is suficient to establish not only its 
timbre but also its frequency and 
dynamic level. Given this relation- 
ship between sampling and digital 
sythesis, it is not too surprising to 
learn that the designers who set up 
Ensoniq in the mid-1980s found that 
the digital synthesis chip they had 
developed for their first product 
was also ideal for sampling. Thus 
they decided to launch the com- 
pany with the highly successful Mi- 
rage keyboard sampler. 

In the same period the manufac- 
turers of the two top-end computer- 
controlled digital synthesisers which 
were largely based on sampling, the 
Fairlight CMI and the Synclavier, 
began to extend the digital storage 
capacities of the instrument very 
substantially; in the case of the 
Fairlight this necessitated bringing 
out a new model. They targeted 
their systems not so much at musi- 
cians but at the commercial record- 
ing industry, as “tapeless studios” - 
thus the relationship between re- 
cording systems and musical instru- 
ments based on the same principles 
came full circle. Speaking clocks also 
became digital in the 1980s, such as 
British Telecom’s Chronocal (1984), 
a sampler in which PCM-encoded 
speech and electronic “pips” are 
stored in ROM (Read Only Memory) 
and accessed under microprocessor 
control. 

During the second haif of the 
1980s sampling became a common 
part of every manufacturer’s 
elecronic keyboard range, not only 
in dedicated instruments but also as 
an additional method of generating 
more complex sounds. Since 1988 
synthesizers, electronic organs and 
pianos have increasingly featured 
both synthesized and sampled 
sounds (or “resyntheis”, in which 
synthesized sounds are based on 
modified samples). These are some- 
times kept as separate groups of 
waveforms and sometimes more in- 
timately fused. Thus, for example, 
Roland’s Linear Arithmetic synthe- 


sis (as in the D-series of synthesiz- 
ers) provides several choices that 
include mixing synthesized sounds 
like PC, ones derived from samples 
and the two types ring-modulated 
together, while the sounds of some 
other recent instruments were cre- 
ated by placing a sampled attack in 
front of a synthesised body. By 1991 
80% of synthesizers were based on 
sampling/synthesis combinations, 
and before too long, with comput- 
ing power greatly increased and at 
the same time much cheaper, the 
distinction between the two will be- 
come even more blurred. It is likely 
that digital sampled sounds, which 
have up to nowbeen stored on floppy 
disks, hard disks or CDs and loaded 
in RAM (Random Access Memory) 
in a computer when required, will, 
like their analogue ancestors, soon 
beaccesible in real time, either from 
permanently running high-speed 
hard disks or CDs, or some future 
storage medium. 

The most expensive part of sam- 
pling is the large amount of compu- 
ter memory that is needed, and thus 
capacity of the storage medium. The 
CD has a far greater storage cacpity 
than any other existing format that 
can be inserted into an approriate 
playback machine (which is possi- 
ble with only some hard disks). Au- 
tumn 1992 saw the launch of several 
new systems that relate to recording 
and sampling. Two new formats are 
Philips’ Digital Compact Cassette 
and Sony’s MiniDisc, related to the 
familiar cassette and the CD respec- 
tively, but aimed at the consumer 
market rather than the professional 
one. Also aimed at consumers as 
well as for educational purposes are 
CDI (CD-Interactive), which com- 
bines a multimedia combination of 
high quality audio and video with 
substantial interactive possibilities 
(as with the much more expensive 
Virtual Reality), and Pioneer’s new 
CD barcode system, which makes 
sophisticated manipulation ofsound 
recordings available to anyone. But 
more unusual formats that are be- 
ing developed for other purposes 
may also have potential for sound 
sampling; if a machine contains a 
computer, as all sophisticated elec- 
trical equipment already does, it 


matters very little what the machine 
is used for. One such format is the 
“smart card” (liek a credit card, but 
containing a miniscule comuter 
chip), that is already used in some 
countres, such as for public tel- 
ephones in France, and is likely to 
replace existing bank and credit 
cards. 

Another application ofsampling, 
in both sampling machines and CD 
players, is “oversampling” (originally 
two, four or eight times, and most 
recently up to 32 times). This ena- 
bles noise and other unwanted ef- 
fects that can result from the sam- 
pling process to be reduced; the 
machine interpolates newly calcu- 
lated matching samples between 
those that make up the sampled 
sound or recorded piece of music. 
As shown in Fig.2, the higher the 
sampling frequency is, the greater 
fidelity will result; oversampling ef- 
fectively multiplies the sampling fre- 
quency without requiring nearly as 
much storage capacity. This relates 
to another currently popular ap- 
proach, compressing the informa- 
tion to be sorted by eliminating ele- 
ments that the computer can easily 
recreate; when only part of the in- 
formation changes at each sample, 
then the unchanging elements are 
not stored each time. 


Explorations of Sampling 
by Musicians 


Apartfrom commercial productions, 
a number of one-off instruments 
and systems based on treatments of 
prerecorded sounds have been built 
or adapated by musicians for their 
own performances. Earlier ones in- 
volved storage on disc or film sound- 
track, while more recent ones have 
been based on magnetic tape or 
actual sampling machines. Once 
again only those that use sampled 
sounds are described here. Gramo- 
phone records were experimented 
with (especially by means of reversal 
of playing direction and speed 
changes) in the 1920s and 1930s by 
composers such as Darius Milhaud 
and Edgard Varese, but did not re- 
sult in any compositions, except for 
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three recorded studies (now unfor- 
tunately lost) produced by Paul 
Hindemith and Ernst Toch in 1929- 
30. 

John Cage composed several 
works that involve gramophone 
records, an early tape composition 
Imaginary Landscape No.5 (1951-52), 
which consists of eight layers of pre- 
cisely timed extracts from any com- 
bination of 42 gramophone records, 
33 1/3 for 12 gramophones (1969) 
and part of the “accompaniment” 
for the singers in Europeras 3, 4 and 
5 (1990-91), while in his Imaginary 
Landscape No.1 (1939) test record- 
ings containing constant and vari- 
able frequency oscillator sounds are 
manipulated by hand. Various hand- 
held pointed objects replace the 
gramophone stylus in part of 
Mauricio Kagel’s Acustica (1968-70). 
Other manipulations of records oc- 
cur in the rythmic “scratching” 
adopted by disc jockeys in the 1970s, 
which is only one of the wide range 
of transformation techniques devel- 
oped since 1979 by Christian Marclay 
for his performances with multiple 
turntables. Like Milan Knizak (since 
1965, under the title Broken Music), 
Marclay often features composite 
discs assembled from different frag- 
ments. 

Such an approach already char- 
acterised the very first sound col- 
lage recoridngs, created in the late 
1920s in Germany in particular. 
Hindemith and Toch’s 
“Grammophonmusik” studies, 
based on instrumental and vocal 
recordings, have already been men- 
tioned. After the introduction of 
the film soundtrack for the “talkies” 
in the late 1920s, a number of film- 
makers used the soundtrack on its 
own - without visuals - because it was 
the only existing longer duration 
recording medium (compared with 
the 3-4 minutes of one side of a 
78rpm disc), and one that could 
easily be cutand spliced. Only two of 
these survive: Fritz Walter Bischoff’s 
Hallo! Hier Welle Erdball and Walter 
Ruttmann’s better-known Weekend, 
which evokes life in Berlin through 
intercutting words, music, sounds 
and noise. Film music during the 
1930s, especially in France, featured 
various treatments of sound record- 








ings - similar to those mentioned 
with gramophone records, and prob- 
ably created with discs before being 
transferred to celluloid - by compos- 
ers such as Yves Baudrier, Arthur 
Honegger and Maurice Jaubert. 
Often an eerie quality was added to 
the sound by writing outand record- 
ing the music in reverse, then play- 
ing the recording backwards, as 
Jaubert did for the cortege-like slow 
motion pillow flightin Zero de conduite 
(1933). 

Manipulations of prerecorded 
magnetic tape in the manner of 
playing a musical instrument have 
been explored by a number of mu- 
sicians since 1960, making particu- 
lar use of the fact that the tape can 
be played forwards or backwards. 
Short lengths of tape provide the 
sound sources in Laurie Anderson’s 
Tape Bow Violin (1977), replacing 
the hairs on her violin bow, on which 
they are drawn pasta playback head 
mounted on the violin. A similar 
system was used in an early instru- 
ment by Michel Waisvisz, where 
lengths of tape are pulled backwards 
and forwards by hand past a replay 
head mounted on a stand. Even 
shorter prerecorded tape fragments 
were glued onto flat surfaces and 
played back by hand- held playback 
headin Nam June Paik’s Fluxusobjeckt 
(1962), Jon Hassell’s Map (1967-68) 


and Akio Suzuki’s more recent Lat- 
eral Thinking Instrument - in the two 
latter examples, strips of tape are 
lined up parallel to each other to 
form a two-dimensional rectangu- 
lar block that can be played back 
from any direction. Dick 
Raaijmaker’ Der Leiermann (1991) 
features a complete recording of 
Schubert’s song of that name about 
an organ grinder, played back on a 
converted reel-to-reel tape recorder 
onwhich the tape isspooled through 
the heads rather unsteadily by turn- 
ing a crank-handle. Even commer- 
cial digital samplers have not been 
immune to unusual explorations by 
composers. Sophisticated perform- 
ance controls have been developed 
by Nicolas Collins in Devil’s Music 
(1985) and much of his subsequent 
work, often using cheap models with 
limited capabilities, and including a 
highly effective modified trombone 
controller, Waisvissz in The Archaic 
Symphony 1987), and others. 
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Extract from an interveiw with Bob 
Drake (engineer, producer and mem- 
ber of the groups Thinking Plague 
and Hail). 


Q: I guess that sampling is more or 
less the rule in a lot of the music you 
engineer for. How willa typical group 
put a piece together? 


A: A typical group’s producer has 
a machine like a Linn/Akai 
MPC60, which has 12 pads like a 
drum machine, lots of memory for 
sequencing, and most important, 
it’s a huge sampler too. This per- 
son spends time at home with their 
huge record collection finding 
suitable bits to build a new song 
with. Usually they'll start with a 
drum loop, perhaps from a James 
Brown record - 1,2, maybe 4 bars. 
Thenaloop with abass line (maybe 
with drums on too), say from the 
Zapp Band - 1 or 2 bars. Horn 
section from an Earth, Wind and 
Fire album, electric piano from 
some incredibly obscure funk al- 
bum, add a few more drum loops 
tofatten it up and give it a rolling, 
driving feel. Some percussion, 
tambourine, hi-hat samples. A lot 
of producers have their own ‘sig- 
nature’ hi- hat and tambourines 
which they use on all their stuff 
and won’t tell anyone where they 
sampled them from; if you recog- 
nise it you’re a true fanatic scholar 
ofall the old records. The 808 Kick 
drum is amajor part of the sound, 
the ‘boom’. It comes from the 
Roland TR808 drum machine if 
you turn the decay on the bass 
drum all the way up. Very few 
people actually own an 808, but 
there are plenty of samples 
around. Youcan also make a good 
boom by sampling an oscillator, 
somewhere between 60-100 Herz 
and adding a regular kick drum 
sample to it. The sound is so deep 
itcan be way up in the mia like it’s 


supposed to be and not get in the 
way of anything else. 

So all these loops and sounds 
are put on different pads on the 
MPC60 and sequenced into a song 
form. Before it’s actually a song, 
with breaks, choruses and so on, 
the whole big rolling piles of sam- 
ples and loops is called a ‘beat’. 
But to arrive at this, getting all the 
loops and samples - most of which 
were originally in different tempi 
- to play in perfect synch with one 
another, is a whole job in itself. 
They all have to be synched up 
with the metronome in the 
sequencer. Drummers speeding up 
and slowing down with the 4 bars 
ofasample, horn sections slightly 
behind or ahead of the beat - all the 
natural human ‘imperfections’ 
sometimes make it necessary to 
break a loop into 2 or 4 separate 
segments, shortening or lengthen- 
ing each to get it ‘in time’. All these 
loops have little idiosyncracies, 
people talking, band/audience 
members shouting, stuff going on 
in the background, scratches and 
pops fromthe old vinyl, allofwhich 
add up and contribute to the over- 
all end sound. 

When it’s been shaped into a 
song, it’s all printed on the 
multitrack, each sample and loop 
on its own track and the ‘live’ 
parts are added: maybe a bass 
guitar, wah wah guitar, sax. Then 
the vocals and scratches. The 
scratches are added by the DJ, the 
guy with the turntable and crates 
Sullofold records. The DJis almost 
like a soloist and spaces are leftin 
the song structure for scratching, 
the same way a rock band leaves a 
space for a guitar solo and for fills 
and flavouring throughout the 
song. They’re really good at know- 
ing just where to get the right little 
phrases and sounds which some- 
how relate to the lyrics of the song, 
often rearranging the words ofan 
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old song, or piecing lines from 
several songs together to make 
them say what they want foranew 
song. A really great DJ is unbe- 
lievable and fun to watch and lis- 
ten to: real performers. 


Q: Do they discuss their own attitude 
to sampling/stealing, if so, what is it? 


A: In the early days of sampling 
other songs to make new songs, no 
one gave credit to the original 
artist, but that’s definitely 
changed. On the last major rap 
project engineered (Yo Yo’s ‘Black 
Pearl’) there was a guy in the 
studio whose job it was to watch 
and write down every little thing 
that was sampled or scratched, 
noting the original artist, writer, 
song title, album &c on which it 
originally appeared, so that the 
original artists would not only 
receive credit for their ideas, but 
be paid too. 

Now it’s cool to be sampled, it 
means you’re fresh, and groups 
sometimes do stuffon purpose that 
they know other groups will use; 
it’s cool to sample the freshest, 
newest stuff. 

Occasional absurdities occur, 
like a group complaining about 
the group they sampled wanting 
to be paid, or a rap group suing 
another rap group for sampling 
something they themselves sam- 
pled off another record. But in 
general it means you’re respect- 
able if someone wants to sample 
you. 


Q: Time for an anecdote. 


A: Well, one time when working 
with a rock band I accidentally 
erased a harmony part off one of 
the choruses and of course the guy 
whosang it was out oftown and no 
one else in the band could simu- 
late his voice and they had to fin- 
ish and mix the song today to take 
it to a big record executive so they 
could be signed. Having commit- 
ted the atrocity, which no one had 
noticed yet, I remained calm and 
while no one was looking sampled 
the guy’s part from a previous 
chorus and flew it into place on 








the damaged chorus. No one ever 
knew, avoiding many hours of 
grieving and/or beating, and ca- 
reers as megastars forever ruined. 
I think it’s extraordinary because 
I never moved from the console; I 
sampled the part on a TC Elec- 
tronics 2290 and triggered it from 
a bass drum on the tape, so it 
didn’t look as tf I was doing any- 
thing weird; just made a quick 
patch and rolled the tape kinda 
sneaky. I know otherwise the ses- 
sion would have screeched to a 
halt, which I wouldn’t have 
minded in some cases, but these 
were really nice people and I 
should have hated to have seen 
them kill me. 


Q: What/who is most sampled - any 
idea why - what do the users say? 


A: The most sampled thing in the 
universe has to be James Brown’s 
‘Funky Drummer’, any JB stuff, 
because it’s the place modern pop 
music came from, the definitive 
funk music. Then, in no special 
order, there’s Parliament/ 
Funkadelic, Zapp Band, Average 
White Band, all the ’60s and ’70s 
Funk/R&B records - the stuff the 
producers and artists grew up 
with. A lot of sounds come from 
Break records (‘Ultimate breaks 
and beats’ from Streetbeat Records, 
NYC). These are records made for 
DJs containing popular drum- 


Where's the party? 


David Evans 


beats loops for 5-8 minutes, all 
kinds of short sounds and music 
bites, horn ‘hits’, drum fills, 
screams, sound effects, old TV and 
movie characters’ voices &c. TV 
news announcers are popular 
sampling victims, especially 
clean-cut suburban white guys 
making comments about inner city 
violence or gang related stuff. 
Many practitioners of rap grew 
up in these neighbourhoods, so 
they’re both angered and amused 
at a lot of other people’s ideas 
about them. 


Chris Cutler 
December 1992 





MANDATORY MELTDOWN I 





an interview on the destruction of 
his CD plunderphonic with 


In this conversation between John Oswald and 
Norman Igma, Oswald explains why his 
recently released Plunderphonic CD is no 
longer available. 


Norman Igma: What were the events 
which led to the eventual crushing of 
the plunderphonic CDs? 

John Oswald: Distribution of the CD 
commenced around Halloween. 
There were about a thousand copies 
pressed. Copies went to libraries, 
radio stations, the artists who had 
been electroquoted, and the press. 
One copy was requested by and 
received by a so-called reporter for 
the Canadian Broadcasting Corpora- 
tion. He was preparing, as it turned 
out, a sort of docudrama for which he 
was manipulating information to fit 
his thesis that plunderphonic is an 
opportunistic sham. In an attempt to 
create some news for this item he 
flashed his copy of the CD, which has 
as cover art a photo collage of Michael 
Jackson as a naked white woman, in 
front of Brian Robertson, president 
of the Canadian Recording Industry 
Association, memesis of the 
appropriative arts, as far as he’s aware 
of them, and a flaming prude. You 
hear, as was subsequently broadcast 
on national radio,' a great gasp, and 
then after an edited insert in which 
the reporters informs us that John 
Oswald’s so-called macroquotes look more 
like copyright violations, Mr Robertson 
says, in part,... Uh it, maybe it’s hiding 
behind artistic expression... perhaps, but 
all we see it is, is another, is just another 
example of uh, of theft. 

NI: How did this reporter, as you say, 
manipulate information? 

JO: His rant was above and beyond 
the subtle ways images are selectively 
laundered in the media; an example 
of the opposite being how I just 


John Oswald 


quoted Brian Robertson precisely, 
with all his verbal groping, because it 
makes him look stupider than if I had 
simplified it and cut the stutters and 
hesitations. Since Mr Robertson has 
on several occasions slandered me in 
the press and even broadcast suspi- 
cions about the veracity of my par- 
ticipation in our subsequent legally 
bound agreement, I have no qualms 
about letting him, for the sake of 
accuracy, sound authentically mud- 
dled. 

This reporter, a failed pop musi- 
cian - his name is Little - was careful 
never to mention in the context of 
his docudrama, which coddled oth- 
ers, friends of the reporter I suspect, 
who profit from covert sampling, 
that my release of overt sampling was 
not for sale. His upside-down thesis 
was to applaud those plagiarists who 
sample for their own profit without 
acrediting sources, and a claim that 
plunderphonic was artistically sus- 
pect and not acceptable to the re- 
cording industry. He baited Brian 
Robertson, the guard dog for the 
major record labels. He’s the guy 
whose job it is to sniff out and have 
prosecuted those who manufacture 
pirated, counterfeit replicas of the 
records of Michael Jackson and other 
performers who sell so much that it’s 
difficult to keep track of who’s reap- 
ing the profits. 

NI: And so you’ve been lumped in 
with the pirates. 

JO: Well, there are the traditional 
associations between the words “plun- 
der” and “piracy”. Perhaps I should 
have called this stuff flatterfonics or 
quote-a-musics or something cute and 
unthreaten-ing. Something I have 
discovered from talking to employ- 
ees of this industry, including law- 
yers, administrators and performers’ 
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managers, anyone who prefers to 
talk about the “music business” rather 
than the music itself: none of them 
can get a handle on why someone 
would create something, except to 
make money. To them it’s like an 
incomprehensible alien life form. 
NI: But since you weren’t making 
money from it, why should any of 
them be concerned? 
JO: Because if it manages to come to 
their attention at all, which this item 
has, it has gone through enough 
filters of inattention to be a bit of a 
rare surprise. Now if you look at the 
plunderphonic CD from the point of 
view that it’s an attractive package of 
a large quantity of music in some part 
by the most popular perpetrators of 
music, and it’s being given away for 
free, when you are in the business of 
selling CDs with much less content 
for $20, you might consider this 
unfair competition. Not only am I 
not getting any of the consumer’s 
entertainment money (and as I’ve 
mentioned, some of my adversaries 
find this contention suspect), but 
neither are Michael Jackson nor the 
Beatles, nor any of the other per- 
formers whose rights he owns. 
There are fewer copies of the 
plunderphonic CD in existence in 
the world than a single record store 
would sell of a major hit record in a 
week. Nonetheless the implications 
of the existence of these few hundred 
discs are unpredictable - they might 
affect the market in some way. Mr 
Robertson undoubtedly has all sorts 
of questions concerning the exist- 
ence of this bit of what he would 
consider visual and aural pornogra- 
phy, above and beyond his publicly 
denoucing it at first glance. 
NI: So what did he do next? 
JO: Little gave him my phone number, 











and he called politely to request a 
copy. This was in mid-November. I 
wasn’t aware of the tone and content 
of the Little show until after its 
broadcast in January. I was aware of 
CRIA’s affiliation with the major 
record labels who distribute a large 
portion of the material quoted on my 
disc so, since I think these sources 
have at least as much right as anyone 
to hear this material, I mailed CRIA 
a copy. I was in the process of trying 
to get copies to the quoted parties but 
I should point out I was being selec- 
tive about this. In the case of Michael 
Jackson I didn’t send copies to his 
management for the same reason I 
didn’t contact them for permission to 
use this material before the fact of its 
creation or reproduction. The an- 
swer before the fact would be the 
same as their response after the fact: 
No way. At least after the fact, the 
evidence of its integrity would be 
available for everyone to judge. I had 
sent a copy of the disc to Michael 
Jackson’s fan club, which is the only 
address you'll find on the Bad disc. I 
took advantage of opportunities to 
have copies delivered in person to 
the electroquoted performers, so, for 
example, when Paul McCartney came 
through town, someone who was to 
interview him had a copy to pass on. 
I generally avoided sending copies to 
the management of these performers 
for the same reasons I’ve made the 
business aspects of the entire project 
secondary to creative participation. 

But here was a request for a copy 
from someone in the business, and I 
was obliging myself to accommodate 
anyone who was interested in getting 
a copy. Because of the small number 
of copies in existence, individuals 
have been directed to get their copies 
by dubbing radio broadcasts or li- 
brary copies. Devoting distribution 
to public access organisations was my 
way of making copies available in 
some way to a large number of 
people. CRIA was an obvious con- 
duit to the major labels and I was 
concerned not to withold any infor- 
mation from anyone who was curi- 
ous, because the project is set up in 
such a way that there’s nothing to 
hide. This is still the case. 

A week went by and then I got 
another phone call from Brian 


Robertson. He asked if I was aware 
that my CD probably infringed the 
copyrights of the artists I used. I 
replied that in my opinion, according 
to my understanding of the copyright 
laws, which I had read, albeit with a 
layman’s understanding, I was not 
infringing anyone’s copyright. I had 
sent the signal that I was operating 
without legal counsel. He said he’d 
call me back. 

A few days later he called to say 
that he had listened to the track DAB 
and he was fairly sure he could detect 
actual samples of Michael Jackson 
himself in my song. I pointed out to 
him that the piece was made entirely, 
100%, from samples of Michael 
Jackson’s song “Bad” and that this 
fact was clearly indicated in the notes 
which he had for the disc. He said 
he’d call me back. 

The important aspect of Mr 

Robertson’s aural detective work 
was that what he thought he heard 
was pointed out to him before he 
listened to it. Michael Jackson sam- 
ples can be found in all sorts of songs 
on the hit parade and are probably 
barely hidden in as many others. The 
qualifier for practical appropriation 
most often cited by pop people, with 
the exception of the rappers, is that 
it’s O.K. to sample as long as the 
sample doesn’t sound too much like 
the original. Meaning: sampling is 
O.K. as long as you don’t get caught. 
By this rule, my policy of acrediting 
sources as if I were writing a research 
paper is not the way to play the game. 
NI: Do you think that if he hadn’t 
been able to distinguish Michael 
Jackson’s voice he would have left 
you alone? 
JO: Well, first of all, we can’t be sure 
that he would have been able to 
distinguish anything by ear without 
being told what it is first. You don’t 
have to have any particular listening 
skills to have his job. 

The most influential distinction 
in the music world today, after racist 
and sexist categorisation, is between 
the familiar and the unknown. the 
common critical declensions of artis- 
tic experience are likeable (as in “I 
know what I like”), boring and weird. 
CRIA always advertises the fact that 
they represent the purveyors of 95% 
of the recorded music bought and 
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sold in this country. They don’t say 
that this 95% represents less than 1% 
of the variety of recorded music 
available. I imagine that to Brian 
Robertson plunderphonic is part of 
an indistinguishable weirdness which 
he only occasionally encounters. But 
most people are more visually than 
aurally literate. So he was able to 
read the cover photo all right, and as 
he has stated elsewhere, that what’s 
got him going.” 

Next he phoned to ask me for 
extra copies of the CD. He said he 
could pay me for those copies. I 
reiterated that I was not selling the 
disc under any circumstances and 
asked who the extra copies were for. 
He said they were for friends of his in 
the recording industry. I asked him 
for their names so that I could send 
them copies directly. He said their 
names were confidential. I replied 
that I was unwilling to give copies to 
unknown recipients but that he was 
free to make dubs of his copy of the 
CD. The packaging states that not- 
for-profit dubbing is encouraged. 

This was a funny moment be- 
cause I was talking to the one guy in 
Canada to whom any kind of tape 
copying is an inconceivable perpe- 
tration of immoral behaviour. In 
CRIA’s eyes the average consumer, 
more than half of whom condone 
home taping, is a pirate. Their latest 
solution to this crime wave is to 
lobby for the instigation of a royalty 
tax of 50 cents on every blank cas- 
sette tape sold to non-industry indi- 
viduals. So even if you’re recording 
baby’s first words or yourself playing 
an improvisation on_ the 
bazoozophone, Michael Jackson and 
the other constituents of that afore- 
mentioned 1% will get money for the 
record they didn’t sell. So Mr 
Robertson, somewhat aghast, said 
he’d call me back. But this dubbing 
idea was the last straw and he never 
did call me back. 

Next I heard that someone was 
hassling the CD plant that pressed 
plunderphonic, saying, How could you 
perpetrate such a desecration of those who 
provided your main bread-and-butter? or 
something like that. This plant was, 
in my experience, not very organ- 
ised. Even though they had manufac- 
tured this package that clearly listed 
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credits for a lot of familiar names, had 
NOT-FOR- SALE indications on 
the disc and cover and called for the 
specific disabling of the copy-protec- 
tion flag that is included in digital 
encoding of almost every CD, and 
they even got a copy of a big article 
in the Globe and Mail by Robert 
Everett-Green with the title “Blur- 
ring the line between thieving, copy- 
ing and creating”,’ (the one thing 
they didn’t have was the Michael 
Jackson image, which was being 
printed elsewhere), they claimed to 
be unaware of the nature of the 
project and asked me for a letter 
absolving them of any apparent intel- 
ligence. 

Several weeks later I received a 
letter from CRIA’s lawyers, in which 
they stated that it was irrelevant to 
them that I was not selling the 
plunderphonic CD; they considered 
it to be an infringement of their 
clients’ copyrights and therefore I 
should acknowledge their letter so 
that they could undertake to recall all 
copies of said CD. The letter in- 
cluded some massive grammatical 
blunders: “Neither Michael Jackson 
nor CBS Records we understand 
have not granted permission to Mys- 
tery Laboratory to use either the 
Michael Jackson recording of Bad, or 
the photo or the name of Michael 
Jackson.” So taking the double nega- 
tive literally, I was sanctioned to 
plunder. Alas, errant English, legally 
speaking, isn’t much of a defense. 

At first I was surprised that CRIA 
considered itself in a position to exert 
a moral copyright claim. Copyright 
roughly covers two distinct areas: 
one is financial control over a piece 
of creative property, and one is con- 
trol of matters of morality in the 
relation to that property. By stating 
that the financial circumstance was 
irrelevant, CRIA was implying that 
they would be taking a moral stand; 
something along the lines of my 
mutilating Michael Jackson’s image, 
or my defaming him, or my mislead- 
ing his fans. To give you an example 
of this sort of thing: the only success- 
ful exercising of moral copyright in 
Canada, at least prior to last year’s 
revisions of the Canada Copyright 
Act, was the case of Michael Snow 
sueing Cadillac-Fairview for tying 


ribbons around the necks of his goose 
sculptures in the Eaton Centre. That’s 
a case of an artist claiming that his 
work was being defaced and his 
copyright infringed. 

NI: Did anyone note the irony of 
Michael Snow being one of the guest 
musicians on your release? 

JO: All the copyright lawyers were 
familiar with this case. They’d raise 
their eyebrows when I would point 
out Mike’s name in the credits. 

My assumption up to this time 
was that if there was to be a conten- 
tion of moral copyright infringement 
in relation to Michael Jackson’s im- 
age it would have to be by Michael 
Jackson himself. That’s his copy- 
right, not CRIA’s. My calculation 
was that even if he didn’t like 
plunderphonic, which I was tying to 
get to him with the optimistic notion 
that he would be flattered; even if he 
hated it, he wouldn’t try to sue me 
because this would create a lot of 
publicity for this little project which 
no one might notice otherwise, and 
besides, what would it look like for 
a billionaire pop star to sue a guy who 
was giving away a handful of free 
CDs? 

But I did some reading and dis- 
covered that in Canada with the new 
copyright revisions, “Contrary to the 
notion that moral rights pertain to an 
individual creator, corporations will 
apparently benefit from the enhanced 
moral rights provisions in the case of 
photos and sound recordings where... 
the current act fictionally deems them 
authors of these works.” So, I as- 
sume, as long as Michael Jackson 
didn’t complain about this, CRIA 
would claim the rights to “Bad” as its 
fictitious author. 

NI: Is there any legal protection for 
the sort of thing you do? 

JO: I suppose in some countries it 
could be defended on the grounds of 
being parody. The aspect of parody 
seems to be more definitely pro- 
tected in the US law than in Canada, 
where I don’t remember it being 
mentioned. There’s less value in a 
sense of humour up here, legally 
speaking. 

But the idea of legal protection is 
dependent on how much time and 
money you’re willing to invest to 
establish your eligibility for that pro- 
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tection. One lawyer I consulted actu- 
ally speculated that since there 
wouldn’t be any hope of my adver- 
saries recouping legal costs in a case 
against a pauper like me, that it was 
more likely that they would send 
someone around to beat me up or 
otherwise harass me, in order to 
convince me not to waste their time 
and money. I decided to try to nego- 
tiate. 

NI: But this sort of decree, that your 
music is illegal, will restrict your 
right to create the sort of music that 
you do. 

JO: First of all, only Brian Robertson 
and CRIA’s lawyers have claimed that 
it’s illegal. Nothing has been tested in 
court. Itremains innocent until proven 
guilty. I haven’t agreed to anything 
which compromises the integrity of 
the project. Secondly, I’m per- 
fectly free to continue to create this 
sort of transformational appropria- 
tion of music. I can continue to make 
these things. The one thing that has 
been compromised is the distribution 
of my creations. I’m sure CRIA will 
be interested in inspecting any re- 
cording I might put out in the future. 
And I get requests for material from 
various record companies which lately 
always include some sort of qualifica- 
tion that it be devoid of 
plunderphonic. 

I should go on to say what happened 
next. According to the letter I re- 
ceived I was to cease and desist 
distribution of the disc by December 
24th or there would be trouble with- 
out prior notification. So they didn’t 
want me giving out any CDs as Xmas 
presents. I got a lawyer to assess the 
letter, a couple of more lawyers to 
chat with me about morality and 
copyright, and then, by recommen- 
dation, a rather expensive lawyer 
whom I wasn’t paying for philoso- 
phy. His job was to make CRIA 
happy quickly, but within certain 
limitations. These limitations included 
leaving alone those copies of the CD 
which already had been distributed. 
I was unwilling to undertake or 
participate in a recall. Neither was I 
willing to admit to any infringement. 
The one concession that seemed to 
interest CRIA the most was destroy- 
ing CDs. I am less than devoted to 
the task of distribution in the first 


place, so the idea of unloading the 
few copies I had left in my possession 
wasn’t too painful. And the fact that 
CRIA, CBS and the Jackson Corpo- 
ration wanted to become the mod- 
ern-day equivalent of book burners 
seemed like an appropriate way to let 
them present themselves. So CRIA’s 
lawyers and my lawyer agreed to 
exchange all the discs I had left, plus 
master tapes, for crushing, plus my 
agreement that I wouldn’t manufac- 
ture or distribute any more of these 
discs. This happened. 

NI: The master tapes were destroyed? 
JO: In the first week of February. I 
read about it in the newspaper. Con- 
sidering that each copy of the CD is, 
soundwise, a virtual clone of the 
master, the original tapes are redun- 
dant. The interesting aspect was that 
although as a result of the agreement 
I had no copies of my recording, I 
could always go over to the library 
and listen to it. Following the ex- 
change of these material manifesta- 
tions of my artistic efforts I sent out 
press releases to wire services and the 
news media, and thereafter got out of 
the plunderphonic distribution non- 
business. 

The press release included CRIA’s 
phone number. I was hoping they 
would get more publicity from their 
actions than I would, and let public 
opinion of the event fall where it 
may. One of the local dailies picked 
it up for a feature item;> and there 
was an editorial in a local weekly.° I 
got phone calls from a couple of 
magazines in England; Brian 
Robertson and I were individually 
interviewed a few times for radio; the 
Brave New Waves show on the CBC 
sent out Free John Oswald buttons; 
and that was all that happened, until 
lately, two months later. The info 
seems to have just sunk in because 
now I’m getting lots of phone calls 
from the press and radio. It’s no 
longer a news item. Now it’s this 
historical bit which is getting men- 
tioned retrospectively. I also get sev- 
eral dozen letters a week from indi- 
viduals, radio stations, and libraries, 
mostly hopeful that they somehow 
can still get a copy of the disc. 

NI: You’ve said that you can con- 
tinue to make plunderphonics, but 
since you can’t distribute it it’s un- 


likely that we’ll hear any of this 
material. 

JO: This depends on how enterpris- 
ing a potential distributor is. Even if 
we stick to talking about the existing 
plunderphonic CD, the case is not 
closed. Opinions differ about its com- 
mercial viability. The executive pro- 
ducer of a major US new music label 
called to say they’d put it out in a 
minute if they thought it was possi- 
ble. Other music industrialists have 
discussed the feasibility of putting it 
out in a country where the copyright 
laws are different. There’s a definite 
possibility of licensing some of the 
material, to be combined with other 
material, undoubtedly without a na- 
ked Michael Jackson on the front, as 
a commercial release. 

NI: What is your position on these 
proposals? 

JO:1 don’t have one. Right now I’m 
just listening to what these guys have 
to say. It’s conceivable that the par- 
ties who demanded the destruction 
of plunder-phonic would be affili- 
ated to its re- release. It would be 
very interesting to compare a sanc- 
tioned, sanitised version to the origi- 


nal, which is relatively uninhibited 
by the practical considerations of 
being a saleable commodity. 

NI: But don’t you have to make an 
effort to protect your creative en- 
deavours? 

JO: Ym an unwilling promoter. I 
dislike politicking for art. I prefer to 
sidestep issues. plunder-phonic still 
exists. It’s a pop record, by virtue of 
the presence of some of the well- 
known personalities featured on it. 
NI: It’s a pretty weird pop record! 
JO: The things that catch my interest 
in the morass of the media are those 
items which defy categorisation, how- 
ever briefly.’ plunderphonic would 
be considered to be obsessively unpop 
except for its pervasive reliance on 
pop music for its sound. This sound 
or comprehensibility is apparent to a 
broad range of listeners. It has pop 
credentials. Categories aside, its dis- 
tribution is now in the hands of the 
public, and its persistence will de- 
pend upon their interest. If someone 
wants a copy badly enough, they’ll 
probably be able to find a copy. But 
it won’t be spoon-fed to them. They’ll 
have to forage for it. 
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NOTES: 


1. CBC Sunday Morning, 7 January 1990 
2 Brian Robertson in conversation with 
Robert Everett-Green. Mr Robertson 
said he would have pursued his case 
against the plunderphonic CD even if 
the offending cover was removed. Mr 
Everett-Green wrote the first review of 
plunderphonic (see next item) and the 
first editorial speculating on its legal 
problems, “Who’s manning the barri- 
cades between art and commerce?”’, Globe 
and Mail, 20 January 1990, p.C14. 

3. Globe and Mail, 14 October 1989, 
p-C9. “An incidental effect of the no-sale 
policy is to remove [Oswald’s] work 
from the legal scrutiny of the artists he 
has plundered, especially the tiny sur- 
gery-obsessed singer whose hit single is 
thoroughly revamped on the disc, and 
whose image is ‘sampled’ on its cover.” 
4. Intellectual Property Journal v.5, 128. 
5. “Recording industry crushes compos- 
er’s project” by Chris Dafoe, Toronto 
Star, 9 February 1990, p.D20, in which 
Brian Robertson is quoted as saying 
“[Oswald] took sampling fifty times past 
what we have come to expect. That 
together with the graphics made it nec- 
essary that we do something.” 

8. “Plunder Blunder” by Bill Reynolds, 
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Metropolis, 15 February 1990. “If Oswald 
committed any indiscretion against the 
prevailing order, it was to subvert the 
usual architectonic of retail market dis- 
tribution systems with an electronic sur- 
geon’s precision and an academic fastidi- 
ousness that bamboozled the image mak- 
ers, bean counters and guard dogs of the 
multi-billion dollar recording industry.” 
7. “The very notion of categories runs 
contrary to art, for art is process and 
conforms to no rules.” From “20th Cen- 
tury Music: The Impoverishment in 
Copyright Law of a Strategy of Forms” 
by Janet Mosher, Intellectual Property Jour- 
nal, v.5. 


Further reading: 

Bateman, Jeff, “Sampling: Sin or Musical 
Godsend”, in Musicscene, September 1988. 
Isenberg, Evan, The Recording Angel, New 
York: Penguin, 1987. The philosophy of 
recording: a discussion of the 
commodification of music. 

Oswald, John. “Creatigality”, substan- 
tially revised and published as a Guest 
Editorial: “Neither a Borrower nor a 
Sampler Prosecute” in Keyboard, 1988. 
Reprinted in Canadian Composer, 1988. 

Raes, Godfried-Willem, “The Absurdity 
of Copyright”. Available at no charge 
from the Logos Foundation, Kongostraat 
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Sony Music Entertainment Inc. in 
Manhattan federal court. The 


group is seeking at least $2 
million in compensatory 


and to cover lost seyalites 
million in punitive 


from ten Sony and 
its fs Epes Reco rds subsidiary.” 


According to the suit, ree ee 
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NEW YORK, (Reuter) — The Cleveland Orchestra 
Aiiioal Secksen ea eoceusll alleges that the defendants 
Friday of taking credit for writing wrongfully used one minute and 

eae ar all ue gewen soconds froea ite 1961 
hony into his bum ~erding of Beethoven’ 
perous and using the Symp "No, 9 in b Minor, Op. 
pee oor Orchestra’s 
of the acu song-“Wil You be 

py ion rade of the 
Cleveland orchestra, the Musical 
Arts Association, filed suit 
against pop star Jackson and 


35, 9000 Ghent, Belgium. Include 2 
International Reply Coupons. 
Musicworks 47, Summer 1990. Contains 
“Recipes for plunderphonic”. Cassette: 
audio examples illustrating the inter- 
view. 

Musicworks 34, 1986. There Is No Rea- 
son To Believe That Music Exists, edited 
by John Oswald. Contains Lauren 
Drewery’s report on the Mystery Tape 
Laboratory; “Jubilee” by Paul Haines; 
“The Antimatter of Musical Continuity” 
and “Basic Object Guitar” by Davey 
Williams; and “plunderphonic, or Au- 
dio Piracy as a Compositional Preroga- 
tive” by John Oswald (reprinted by 
Recommended Quarterly, vol.2 no.2; Influ- 
enza, 4.5 (Denmark, translated into Dan- 
ish); and Bad Alchemy (Germany, trans- 
lated into German); revised and pub- 
lished as “Bettered by the Borrower (the 
Ethics of Musical Debt)” in Whole Earth 
Review 57, 1987). Cassette: Haines, 
Mystery Tape selections, Oswald, Casey 
Sokol, Carl Stallings, James Tenney, 
Larry Wendt, Williams. 


John Oswald is Director at Mystery Labora- 


tory. 
Norm Igma is a Mystery Lab observer. 


Reuters News Agency 
NEW YORK — The company that 
marazes the Cleveland Orchestra 
sued Michael Jackson aid Seny Mu- 
sic E inment yescerday ior al- 
legedly stealing one of the orches- 
tra’s recordings for use on Jackson's 
hit album Dangerous. 

The suit also changes that Jackson 
is credned with writing at least part 
of Becthoven’s Ninth Syaproay. 
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Negativland is a small, dedicated 
group of musicians who, since 1980, 
have released 5 albums, 4 cassette- 
only releases, 1 video, and now a 
single. This single, which is entitled 
“U2”, was created as parody, satire, 
social commentary, and cultural criti- 
cism. As a work of art, it is consistent 
with, and a continuation of, the 
artistic viewpoint we have been es- 
pousing toward the world of media 
for the last ten years. 

Island Records and music pub- 
lisher Warner-Chappell Music, pre- 
sumably acting on behalf of their 
group U2, have instigated legal ac- 
tion against our single and have 
succeeded not only in removing it 
from circulation, but ensuring that it 
cannot ever be released again. It is 
clear that their preference is that the 
record never even be heard again. 
The terms of the settlement that was 
forced on us include: 

Everyone who received a copy of 
the record - record distributors and 
stores (6951 copies), and radio sta- 
tions, writers, etc. (692 copies) - is 
being notified to return it, and that if 
they don’t do so, or if they engage in 
“distributing, selling, advertising, pro- 
moting, or otherwise exploiting” the 
record, they may be subject to pen- 
alties “which may include imprison- 
ment and fines”. Once returned, the 
records will be forwarded to Island 
for destruction. 

All of SST’s on-hand stock of the 
record, in vinyl, cassette, and CD 
(5357 copies total), is to be delivered 
to Island, where it will be destroyed. 

All mechanical parts used to pre- 
pare and manufacture the record are 
to be delivered to Island, presumably 
also for destruction. This includes 
“all tapes, stampers, moulds, lac- 
quers and other parts used in the 


THE CASE FROM OUR SIDE 


manufacturing”, and “all artwork, 
labels, promotional, marketing, and 
advertising or similar material”. 

Our copyrights in the recordings 
themselves have been assigned to 
Island and Warner-Chappell. This 
means we no longer own two of our 
better works. 

Payment of $25,000 and half the 
wholesale proceeds from the copies 
of the record that were sold and not 
returned. We estimate the total cost 
to us, including legal fees and the 
cost of the destroyed records, cas- 
settes, and CDs, at $70,000 - more 
money than we’ve made in our ten 
years of existence. 


Our single deals, in part, with our 
perception of the group U2 as an 
international cultural phenomenon, 
and therefore worthy of artistic com- 
ment and criticism. Island’s legal 
action thoroughly ignores the possi- 
bility that any such artistic right or 
inclination might exist. Apparently 
Island’s sole concern in this act of 
censorship is their determination to 
control the marketplace, as if the 
only reason to make records is to 
make money. 

This issue is not a contest among 
equals. U2 records are among the 
most popular in history: The Joshua 
Tree sold over 5,000,000 copies. 
Negativland releases usually sell about 
10,000 to 15,000 copies each. Our 
(ex)label, SST Records, is a rela- 
tively small, independent interested 
in alternative music. Neither of us 
could afford the tremendous costs 
involved in fighting for our rights in 
court. Island could. What we can do 
is try to bring as much publicity and 
attention to Island’s actions as possi- 
ble. This statement, we hope, is a 
more humane attempt at reasonable 
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discourse about artistic integrity and 
the artless, humourless legalism that 
controls corporate music today. 

We’ve included a small sampling 
(excuse the expression) from the 
large stack of legal documents that 
arrived from Island’s attorneys drip- 
ping with the unyielding intimida- 
tion of money and power. That 
preliminary stack of documents, 180 
pages in all, cost Island approxi- 
mately $10,000 to produce (ulti- 
mately they spent over $55,000 to 
stop us). Preferring retreat to total 
annihilation, Negativland and SST 
had no choice but to agree to comply 
completely with these demands. 

Companies like Island depend on 
this kind of economic inevitability to 
bully their way over all lesser forms 
of opposition. Thus, Island can easily 
wipe us off the face of their earth 
purely by virtue of the fact that they 
can afford to waste far more money 
that we can. We think there are 
issues to stand up for here, but Island 
can spend their way out of ever 
having to face them in a court of law. 
So some important ideas about what 
constitutes art, and whether those 
ideas can supercede product con- 
straints, will not reach a forum of 
precedent. In this culture, the market 
rules and money is power. They own 
the law, and no one who is still 
interested in the supremacy of a vital 
and freewheeling art can afford to 
challenge this aspect of our decline. 
It is a telling tribute to this culture 
corporation’s obsessions that Island’s 
whole approach to our work auto- 
matically assumed its goal was to 
siphon off their rightful profits. These 
people lost their ability to appreciate 
the nature of what they’re selling a 
long time ago. 

As you will notice from the ac- 
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companying legal documents, Island 
is able to bring certain existing laws 
to bear against our work under the 
assumption that any infringement of 
those laws is done for purposes of 
diverting their monetary return. Our 
question is: how and why should 
these laws apply when the infringe- 
ment is not done for economic gain? 
For the law to claim that this motive 
is the sole criterion for legal delibera- 
tion is to admit that music, itself, is 
not to be taken seriously. Culture is 
more than commerce. It may actually 
have something to say about com- 
merce. It may even use examples of 
commerce to comment upon it. We 
suggest that the law should begin to 
acknowledge the artistic domain of 
various creative techniques which 
conflict with what others claim to be 
their economic domain. Any serious 
observer of modern music can cite a 
multitude of examples, from 
Buchanan and Goodman’s humor- 
ous collages of song fragments in the 
’50s to today’s canonization of James 
Brown samples, wherein artists have 
incorporated the sound “property” 
of others into their own unique crea- 
tions.” This is a 20th century mode of 
artistic operation now nothing short 
of dramatic in its proliferation, in 
spite of all the laws designed to 
prohibit it. We believe that art is 
what artists do. We hope for laws 
that recognize this, just as the dic- 
tionary recognizes new words (even 
slang) that come into common use. 
At this late date in the mass 
distribution of capturing- technol- 
ogy (audio tape recorders, samplers, 
xerox machines, camcorders, VCRs, 
computers, etc) there should be no 
need to prove the cultural legiti 
macy of what we do with sound. 
And this is even more obvious 
when you look further back. We 
pursue audio works in the tradition 
of found-image collage which origi- 
nated in the visual arts - from 
Schwitters and Braque to 
Rauschenberg and Warhol. In mu- 
sic, we refer you to the whole histo 


“Oswald, on his “plunderphonic” CD, which 

went the same way as Negativland’s, used on 
his “Brown” track only James Brown samples 
taken from other people’s records, and none 
direct from JB himself. Ed. 


ries of folk music and the blues, both 
of which have always had creative 
theft as their modus operandi. Jazz 
and rock are full of this too. The 
music business can try to reach the 
end of this century pretending that 
there is something wrong with this, 
or they can begin to acknowledge 
the truth and make way for reality. 
Perceptually and philosophically, 
it is an uncomfortable wrenching of 
common sense to deny that once 
something hits the airwaves, it is 
literally in the public domain. The 
fact that the owners of music product 
and its material distribution are able 
to claim this isn’t true underlines 
their total immersion in a reality-on- 
paper. Artists have always approached 
the entire world around them as both 
inspiration to act and raw material to 
mould and remould. Other art is just 
more raw material to us and to many, 
many others we could point to. When 
it comes to cultural influences, own- 
ership is the point of fools. Copycats 
will shrink in the light of comparison. 
Bootlegging exact duplicates of an- 
other’s product should be prosecuted, 
but we see no significant harm in 
anything else artists care to do with 
anything available to them in our 
“free” marketplace. We claim the 
right to create with mirrors. This is 
our working philosophy. 
Negativland occupies itself with 
recontextualising captured fragments 
to create something entirely new - a 
psychological impact based on a new 
juxtaposition of diverse elements, 
ripped from their usual context, 
chewed up, and spat out as a new 
form of hearing the world around us. 
One of Negativland’s artistic obses- 
sions involves the media itself, as 
source and subject of much of our 
work. We respond (as artists always 
have) to our environment. An envi- 
ronment increasingly filled with arti- 
ficial ideas, images, and sounds. Tel- 
evision, billboards, newspapers, ad- 
vertisements, and music/muzak be- 
ing blasted at us everywhere we go 
(and that background hum of every- 
day life certainly includes top forty 
bands like U2). We follow our work- 
ing philosophy as best we can amid 
the proprietary restrictions of a self- 
serving marketing system that has 
imposed itself on culture. In reality, 
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that system of ownership is today’s 
emperor’s clothes now casually sub- 
verted by every kid with a tape 
recorder. However, as we plunder 
the ocean of media we all swim in, 
we believe in artistic responsibility. 
We do not duplicate existing work 
or bootleg others’ products. We be- 
lieve every artist is due whatever 
rewards he or she can reap from his 
or her own products. The question 
that must rise to the surface of legal 
consciousness now is: at what point 
in the process of found sound incor- 
poration does the new creation pos- 
sess its own unique identity which 
supercedes the sum of its parts, thus 
gaining artistic licence?” 

One of Island’s objections to our 
record is the unauthorized use of a 
sample from the U2 song that formed 
the basis for both of our pieces: I Still 
Haven’t Found What I’m Looking 
For. We believe that what we did is 
legally protected fair use of the seg- 
ment, as it was used for purposes of 
fair comment, parody, and cultural 
criticism, which the copyright law 
specifically allows. A relevant prec- 
edent was set earlier this year in 2 
Live Crew’s Pretty Woman case. 
The fact is that today there is no 
operationally workable way to reuse 
existing sound recordings in collage- 
based work and see that the original 
artists are paid for the use of their 
work. Those artists who only use a 
few samples and have the time, 
money, and inclination can have 
their record companies negotiate pay- 
ments for “sampling clearances” to 
the labels that originally released the 
records containing the desired snip- 
pets. But this iscumbersome, arbi- 
trary and expensive enough to dis- 
courage advanced sound collage work 
where there might be anywhere from 
one to a dozen found sound elements 
present at any instant, dozens or 
hundreds over the duration of a 
record. 

So much for content, it is clear 
that the more significant objection to 
our single was Island’s concern about 
our cover graphics, which they 
claimed would cause “massive con- 
fusion”, resulting in millions of U2 


* See also John Oswald’s proposals on this 
question (above). 








fans buying the wrong record. Does 
our packaging look like a new release 
by the group U2? Yes, of course it 
does... But upon closer inspection it 
reveals itself to be something else. 
Closer inspection is one of the things 
we like to promote, while Island 
appears resigned to the entrench- 
ment of stupidity and the inability of 
their audience to notice subtle cues 
such as our name on the cover or our 
label’s logo on the back. 


Further, the context in which any 
potential confusion would take place 
is a retail record store. The first clue 
to record store employees would be 
that our single arrives from SST, not 
Island, and in small quantities, not 
the hundreds Island would send. 
Ours would be located in the “Indies” 
bins common to most outlets, not the 
general “Rock” bins where U2 
records are found. Ours would be 
fled under “N”, not “U”. These 
logistics aside, let’s assume someone 
does buy our record thinking it’s 
U2’s. Does Island really believe that 
the U2 fan will be satisfied with such 
a mistake and, returning ours or not, 
not proceed to buy U2’s new record? 
Accusing us of trying to make money 
off their name is one thing, but 
claiming that the money we would 
make would be money they would 


not make is not very realistic. Island’s 
inference that U2 fans might actually 
assume that we are them upon hear- 
ing our record is simply ridiculous on 
the face of it, and another indication 
of their lack of respect for their own 
audience. 

As to Island’s point about sched- 
uling our single to coincide with 
U2’s new release, we must plead to 
interesting coincidence. Island should 
get to grips with the fact that not 
everybody in the world soaks up 
every promo blurb that Island feeds 
to the mainstream rock press. We 
don’t generally read that press and 
neither knew nor cared that U2 were 
about to release another chart- bust- 
ing epic. Our single was scheduled 
for fall release because our market 
stems primarily from college radio 
airplay, and that’s when school 
resumes and the listening population 
is largest. Fall is also a prime time to 
release throughout the record indus- 
try, which is probably why U2’s new 
record was also scheduled for fall. It 
seems clear that both Island and SST 
were attempting to take advantage of 
the same situation, not each other. As 
it turns out, U2’s release has been 
delayed until January of 1992, four 
months after our release date, mak- 
ing any potential confusion even less 
likely. 


So why would we want to simu- 
late a U2 cover if not to swipe some 
of the big money that this big band 
attracts? Our real reasons are actually 
so reflective that they would never 
cross the corporate legal mind. The 
image on our cover was U2’s name- 
sake, the U-2: a high-altitude espio- 
nage plane which, prophetically 
enough, was shot down over the 
now-defunct Soviet Union in 1960 
causing a huge, meaningless interna- 
tional flap. The only point of light in 
those dark days was that it gave a self- 
righteous and complacent America 
its first clear photo opportunity to 
catch its own president telling a 
blatant lie which the CIA assured 
him was plausible deniability. Our 
U2 was a spy full of secrets intruding 
into the self-righteous and compla- 
cent image-world of polite pop. We 
did it as an example of something not 
being what it seems to be. We did it 
because we’re all subject to too much 
media image mongering. We did it 
because tricksters and jesters are the 
last best hope against the corporate 
music bureaucracies of good groom- 
ing that have all but killed the most 
interesting thing in popular music - 
grassroots inspiration. We did it for 
laughs - listen to it and try not to. We 
did it so you could read this. The fact 
that Island Records can’t understand 
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all this, or if they can understand it 
can’t appreciate it, or if they can 
appreciate it can’t allow themselves 
to acknowledge it, is precisely why 
they should not have the right to 
control the life of other people’s art. 

One basic failing of the U-S. legal 
system is that it treats the plaintiff and 
the defendant as though they are 
equally powerful, regardless of the 
actual resources each may have. Fur- 
ther, it disregards the fact that the 
cost of preparing a legal defence for 
atrial is prohibitively high - unthink- 
able for any entity other than a 
wealthy individual or a good-sized 
corporation. Thus, when a corpora- 
tion goes after a small business or 
low- income individuals, the conflict 
automatically rolls outside of the 
court system because of the defend- 
ant’s inability to pay the costs of 
mounting a proper defence. The 
matter is resolved by the more pow- 
erful organisation threatening to press 
the suit back into the courts unless 
the smaller party agrees to their 
terms unconditionally. The powerful 
crush the weak. This is a power 
relationship, without regard to the 
legality of the issue, let alone the 
morality. 

What would be the solution to 
prevent the cruel squashing of inter- 
esting jokes such as ours? How about 


a thorough revamping of the antique 
copyright, publishing, and cultural 
property laws to bring them into 
accord with modern technology and 
a healthy respect for the artist’s im- 
pulse to incorporate public influ- 
ences? Marketers’ constraints should 
be restrained in cases of valid artistic 
commentary. This is a huge and 
complex Congressional undertaking 
and would inevitably result in sticky 
legal decisions akin to deciding 
whether or not a particular work of 
art is pornographic. So be it. Art 
needs to begin to acquire an equal 
footing with marketers in court. We 
can even imagine such changes ex- 
tending all the way to recording 
contracts which, strange as it may 
seem, might actually be written so as 
to allow the artist, rather than the 
marketer, to own and control his or 
her own work. You might as well 
start thinking about these problems 
now because they’re not going to go 
away. 








Last September, we released a 96- 
page magazine with CD entitled The 
Letter U and the Numeral 2 that 
documneted the entire Negativland/ 
SST/Island Records episode, with 
no commentary from us. On No- 
vember 10th, 2 months after the 
release of the magazine, SST Records 
brought a 5-count lawsuit against us, 
to punish us for going public with the 
dirty laundry. Viz: 

* We’re being sued to stop us from 
selling a magazine about how we 
were sued. 

* We're being sued by SST for 
copyright infringement because we 
printed their press releases (!). 

* We're being sued by SST’s corpo- 
rate rock lawyer for printing a pic- 
ture of SST’s “Corporate Rock Still 
Sucks” sticker. 

* We’re being sued for printing their 
lawyer’s letter saying that they want 
to sue us. 





For copies of Oswald's plunderphonic and Negativland's U2, send a 100 
minute blank cassette (not less) and a self-addressed envelope & IRC to 
Copyright Violation Squad, PO Box 227, Iowa City, IA 52244, USA. 


Enclose $1.00 donation to their costs. 


























Digital Technology: 
The Next Generation 


The next generation of digital audio 
technology, based on audio data com- 
pression, computer data bases and dig- 
ital communications links, offers an 
unprecedented access to creative mu- 
sic in the global village. Michael Gerzon 
attempts to assess the social and musi- 
cal possibilities of the technology 
emerging in the next ten years. 


It is risky to speculate about the 
likely effects of future communica- 
tions technology. However, the tech- 
nologies now emerging from the 
laboratories of computer and com- 
munications companies suggest that 
the changes in future technology 
may have radical effects both onthe 
way music is made and on the way 
people relate to music. Even if the 
detailed suggestions here prove in 
retrospect to be wrong, the very 
suggestion of possibilities may in- 
spire people to use what is becom- 
ing available in ways that might not 
otherwise occur. 

In most of this century, technol- 
ogy has affected music in two main 
ways. First have been new methods 
of disseminating music in the form 
of records, films, videos and radio 
and television broadcasts. These 
methods of dissemination have, until 
recently, been highly capital inten- 
sive, requiring expensive equipment, 
skilled manpower, and elaborate 
pre-planning and expense of mar- 
keting. These methods have led toa 
relatively centralised music indus- 
try, based largely on relatively large 
record production companies and 
distribution networks, and central- 
ised radio and TV systems. 

Secondly, the technology has 
affected the nature of musical crea- 
tion and listening, Nowadays, most 
music is heard through electronic 
amplification, much of it without 
any musicians present, and on elec- 
tronic instruments that either did 
not exist before, or have been radi- 
cally modified from their previous 
form. Because the development 
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costs of this technology are rela- 
tively high, this has led to a ten- 
dency not merely to mass- market 
instruments (older traditions that 
musicians created their own instru- 
ments, or in relationship to askilled 
craftsman have largely disap- 
peared), but toa degree of “simpli- 
fication” of what instruments can 
do. In particular, many modern in- 
struments can easily produce mu- 
sic to standard musical formulae 
with relatively unskilled players, but 
are very difficult to play unconven- 
tionally with a high degree of indi- 
viduality and skill. 

However, the continuing devel- 
opment of the technology is now 
producing new possibilities that may 
reverse this trend towards central- 
ised control of music making and 
listening. This is because the tech- 
nology is becoming cheaper and 
more widely accessible. 


The Cassette Revolution 
The start of this reverse trend was 
the development of the Compact 
Cassette around 1963. Originally an 
extremely low quality medium (very 
hissy and with nothing above 6 kHz), 
it used what was then a relatively 
expensive machine and cassette (in 
realmoney terms, costs around 1964 
were about ten times higher than 
around 1990). Its advantage was its 
enormous convenience and 
portability. However, with the de- 
velopment of the technology (mainly 
superior cassette tapes, and to a 
lesser degree Dolby noise reduc- 
tion), the quality improved dramati- 
cally and costs fell. By the early 
1980s, cassettes had practically dis- 
placed records in the third world, 
and were affordable even in very 
poorthird world countries. The ease 
of copying cassettes on cheap ac- 
cessible technology largely under- 
mined the record companies in the 
third world, although cassette’s in- 
ferior technical quality allowed 
record companies to survive and 
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prosper in the west. 

Inparallel with the development 
of the cassette, reasonable quality 
recording technology started be- 
coming more accessible to musi- 
cians. Starting with the early TEAC 
4track reel-to-reel machines origi- 
nally developed for quadraphonic 
use, home multitrack technology 
started becoming widely available 
and affordable by the end of the 
’70s, largely based on the emerging 
cassette multitracker. While signifi- 
cantly inferior to commercial stu- 
dios, the quality was already good 
enough for commercial releases (as 
Bruce Springsteen’s Nebraska al- 
bum showed). 

Today, home multitracktechnol- 
ogy has fallen in real-money cost 
and is now so good that few people 
could tell from a released CD 
whether cheap or professional qual- 
ity studio technology was used in 
recording - indeed at least one chart 
album (Michelle Shocked Texas 
Campfire Tapes) was recorded on 
a Walkman Professional portable 
cassette recorder. 

Not only is the recording tech- 
nology now adequate for commer- 
cial releases, but the development 
of cheap effects units, samplers, 
DAT tape and computer-based MIDI 
control software and hard-disc edit- 
ing have made it possible for the 
home musician to create at least a 
fair simulacrum of almost any kind 
of musical sound he/she wants, in- 
cluding even that ofa fullsymphony 
orchestra, at moderate cost, and 
without having to pay for musicians 
or very expensive instruments. 

Indeed, it is common today for 
classical symphonic composers to 
write scores on computer equip- 
ment to “play” the music on MIDI- 
CONTROLLED samplers so as to 
get an idea of what their music will 
sound like. 

Although this revolutionary ac- 
cess to music technology makes it 
possible to produce music that has 





a good “sound” without large finan- 
cial resources, the technology does 
have limitations: it tends to sound 
mechanical, lacking the richness 
and subtlety of live musicians react- 
ing and responding to one another. 
This has led to musics that tend to 
sound somewhat “samey”. 

In parallel with increasingly ac- 
cessible music-making and record- 
ing technology, the very low cost of 
cassettes and playback equipment 
(a cheap stereo personal cassette 
player can now cost less than a 
single LP or CD) makes it possible 
for musicians to send their music to 
anyone in the world within a few 
days at a cost far less than the cost 
of a record. 

This has led to the “Global Vil- 
lage” to start becoming a reality, 
independent of centralised music 
companies, broadcasting networks 
or even repressive bureaucracies. 
In the USSR in the early 1980s, cas- 
sette and tape made it impossible 
for the political authorities to con- 
trolthe dissemination of musics they 
disapproved of - indeed it is possi- 
ble that musicians and fans of music 
in the USSR actually became better 
informed of many musics than their 
counterparts in the west, since typi- 
cally, any western recording that 
came into a tape swap network 
would have been copied round the 
whole network (Which often ex- 
tended beyond the USSR into places 
like China) within a fortnight. 

Additionally, the falling real costs 
of international travel have made it 
far easier for musicians in different 
countries to travel and work with 
one another. It is now not uncom- 
mon for, to take one example from 
my experience, Canadian musicians 
to spend three months in a year in 
Canada, three months in England, 
and six months living and working 
with musicians in Morocco, while 
recording their CDs in studios in 
Czechoslovakia! Moreover, this is 
not simply western cultural imperi- 
alism, since the same thing is hap- 
pening between musicians in differ- 
ent third-world countries. Today, 
an Oud player in West Africa may 
well buy synthesiser keyboards and 
samplers in New York and work 
with musicians in Peru. 


However, in this Global Village 
of music making, one important 
thing is missing - information about 
what is going on. It is probably true 
that the most creative trends in 
music today are no longer taking 
place in large cultural centres like 
New York, Paris, Berlin or even King- 
ston, Jamaica, but are scattered 
across the world in places as seem- 
ingly unlikely as Mongolia, Nigeria 
or Columbia. However, these devel- 
opments are almost invisible in the 
mass media (apart from a limited 
interest in “World Music” largely 
based on records disseminated 
through traditional commercial 
channels). This is partly because 
the mass mediaare largely based on 
traditional centres of power and in- 
fluence, and tend not to see widely 
scattered trends, and partly because 
there is little money to be earned 
from publicising non- commercial 
musical activities. 


The Information 


Revolution 

The lack of information about what 
is going on, however, is itself start- 
ing to change, thanks to another 
technical revolution now taking 
place - the information revolution 
based on the personal computer 
(PC). The very idea of a Global Vil- 
lage implies that members of the 
village should be able to know what 
is going on that is of interest to them 
wherever that is. Marshal McLuhan, 
when he invented the concept of 
Global Village in the 1960s, envis- 
aged mass media as providing this 
channel of communication, but mass 
media suffer from three limitations: 
they are under centralised control, 
not that of the end-users; they are 
generally run for motives of money 
or power, and finally, it would be 
naive to imagine that several billion 
people can all communicate with 
each other via a relatively limited 
amount of mass-media space and 
time. More direct and person-to- 
person means of communication are 
required. 

The information revolution 
based on computers has been long- 
advertised, but it is only now and in 
the next decade that the promises 
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of this revolution are and will be 
starting to be fulfilled. This is be- 
cause only now is computer tech- 
nology achieving a really useful de- 
gree of computing power. 

Ten years ago, with the early 
PCs, the typical home computer had 
only about 16 KB (16 thousand 
bytes) of memory. Today, comput- 
ers typically have about one hun- 
dred times as much memory and 
compute about ten times faster, as 
well as being smaller and more con- 
venient to use. It is now just about 
becoming possible to store useful, 
if still short, lengths of high quality 
sound and even a few pictures in a 
PC, but they are still remarkably 
inflexible. But the increasing power 
of PCs now makes computers us- 
able for tasks more complex than 
simple word processing and ac- 
counts. 

However, even with much more 
powerful computers capable of 
processing sounds or high quality 
video, the data is still not easy to 
use, since it still has to be trans- 
ferred onto audio or video tape, just 
as it hadto be for the last forty years 
or so. The problem is that current 
telephone lines, which form the only 
efficient widespread means of trans- 
ferring data from one individual to 
another, are incapable of handling 
the required data rates. 

Today, several technical devel- 
opments are changing this. First, 
the cost of international telephone 
channels is falling precipitously (al- 
though the charges by international 
Telecoms have not yet fallen in line 
with costs), so that within a few 
years, a telephone call anywhere in 
the world should be as cheap as 
calls currently are within countries, 
with no current limitation insight to 
the falling costs.! 

Secondly, the old poor-quality 
analogue telephone lines are rap- 
idly being replaced throughout the 
world by digital telephone lines and 
exchanges (this conversion proc- 
ess is already almost completed in 
several industrial countries). Once 
all the lines (or the overwhelming 
majority) are converted, the cur- 
rent analogue telephone receiver 
can be replaced with a digital sys- 
tem. Depending on the country, the 


data rate of the digital telephone 
line is 56 or 64 Kb/s (kilobits per 
second) as compared to a data rate 
of 1400 Kb/s for compact disc dig- 
ital audio or 200,000 Kb/s for a dig- 
ital video system. Thus although the 
telephone line is digital, its datarate 
is far lower than required for cur- 
rent high-quality digital audio, let 
alone video. 

Nevertheless, there is a third 
technical development - audio and 
video data compression. This is a 
technology, originally sketched out 
theoretically in the late 1940s by 
Claude Shannon for reducing the 
data rate required to send audio or 
video signals based on two proper- 
ties of signals: redundancy and ir- 
relevancy. Redundancy’ is the fact 
that not all the information in a 
signal is completely independent of 
other information present. By strip- 
ping out superfluous duplicated in- 
formation, the data rate can be re- 
duced - this removes what is known 
as redundancy in the signals. Sec- 
ondly, some of the actual informa- 
tion present cannot be perceived by 
the ears or eyes; such unperceived 
information is said to be irrelevant. 

In order to strip out all irrelevant 
information, one has to have a very 
good understanding of what the ears 
or eyes can and cannot perceive, 
and our knowledge here is still im- 
perfect, although getting better. It 
turns out that the computations in- 
volved on signals to analyse their 
redundancy and irrelevancy are ex- 
ceedingly complex, and it is only in 
the last five years that fast comput- 
ing technology capable of doing this 
adequately (if not particularly well) 
has become available. 

The current state of the art in 
audio data compression is that the 
data rate of near CD quality stereo 
can be reduced by a factor 6, al- 
though nearly all experts expect a 
factor 12 to be achieved in the very 
near future - this still gives a data 
rate about twice that of a digital 
telephone line. Two possibilities 
exist for getting near CD quality via 
telephone lines: either one cansend 
the signal slowed down by a factor 
of two, taking twice as long, or one 
can use two lines. However, most 
workis now concentrating on mini- 


mising the quality loss at lower data 
rates, and many people may well 
find the degradation involved in 
compressing the data rate to 64 Kb/ 
s to be acceptable or even barely 
noticeable expect on the most criti- 
cal material. One cannot, of course, 
predict what future further improve- 
ment may occur, but it now seems 
likely that acceptably high quality 
audio for music may be 
transmissable down ordinary dig- 
ital telephone lines in the next few 
years, for the cost of an ordinary 
telephone call. 

Similar technologies are under 
development for data compressing 
video signals, and usable quality may 
well be achievable via ordinary dig- 
ital telephone lines, although qual- 
ity will not be of broadcast stand- 
ards. Demonstrations I have seen of 
the most advanced teleconferencing 
data compression systems achieve 
acceptable, if still obviously flawed, 
results via just two digital telephone 
lines. The future may well achieve 
significant improvements with the 
rapid increase in digital signal 
processing power. 


Ramifications 

This new technology has some im- 
portant ramifications. Not only will 
it be possible to use your PC, witha 
few anciliary items like micro- 
phones and analog to digital con- 
verters, asahome recording system 
(manufacturers are at this moment 
putting the finishing touches on 
commercial systems to do this, 
which are essentially a combina- 
tion of existing sampling 
workstation technology, hard disc 
editing technology and audio data 
compression to increase recording 
time by factors of around ten). The 
computer will also be able to re- 
ceive electronic mail andaccess data 
bases giving information about who 
is doing what, anywhere in the 
world, but will also be capable of 
storing both the music and associ- 
ated information (notes, documen- 
tation, and even associated visual 
artwork) and of transmitting it to 
others down the telephone line or of 
receiving other people’s music. 

Already, there are plans to com- 
puterize the whole of the sound ar- 
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chive material in the USA (about 
5,000,000,000,000,000 bytes of au- 
dio data!) and make it accessible via 
data-compressed communications 
links from anywhere. While such a 
project will take at least a decade to 
undertake, it illustrates that the pro- 
fessionals are now taking the elec- 
tronic global village very seriously, 
andare allocating funds to its devel- 
opment and implementation. 

Such technologies will start 
emerging on the market within the 
next year or so (I am writing this in 
December 1991), inthe form of data 
compression chips, and within the 
next five years, the basic digital 
standards for communicating via 
digital telephone lines should be up 
and running as commercial prod- 
ucts. 

Such systems will radically 
change the way people use and pro- 
duce music. Rather than send peo- 
ple records or cassettes, the music 
may well be sent down telephone 
lines, complete with associated col- 
our artwork, since this will in due 
course be cheaper than posting a 
physical object. 

Record companies’ current prob- 
lems with piracy and home taping 
may well become considerably 
worse once computer-based access 
to any desired music becomes pos- 
sible. Presumably, there will be 
charges made for accessing musi- 
cal material with one’s computer, 
and the data stream will incorpo- 
rate copy prohibit codes, or alterna- 
tively codes ensuring that any copy- 
ing automatically causes a charge 
to be made to the person doing the 
copying, e.g. to a friend’s computer. 
However, all such copyright codes 
can be bypassed. (One can now buy 
products that strip out the SCMS - 
Serial Copyright Management Sys- 
tem - codes from DAT tapes so that 
one can digitally copy copy-prohib- 
ited material). 

Besides creating new difficulties 
fortraditionalrecord company copy- 
rights, computer data base systems 
make it easy for people to commu- 
nicate their music direct to the end 
user. While various methods of do- 
ing this via data bases are possible, 
one can envisage two scenarios. 
First a musician may well market 





his music straight from his home 
computer. This will be practical only 
if not too many people want his or 
her music, since otherwise the tel- 
ephone line would be overloaded 24 
hours a day. However, for specialist 
musics, selling the music to people 
who want to hear it will be possible 
using available telephone/compu- 
ter technology at reasonable cost, 
with no need to spend money print- 
ing record covers, preparing 
pressings and so forth. Advertising 
the music will presumably be done 
by placing information in specialist 
computer data bases devoted to 
music, or into electronic mail or 
computer networking systems. 
Computer- based systems of dis- 
seminating opinions and informa- 
tion are now rapidly growing - espe- 
cially inthe USA, so that the compu- 
ter will make possible the one-to- 
one dissemination of specialist in- 
formation necessary to make the 
global village work. 

For music with much larger 
followings, home-based systems will 
not be very practical, since the tel- 
ephone lines will become over- 
loaded. In this case, centralised data 
bases, or organised networks of dis- 
tributed data bases, will presum- 
ably be used-for example, the record 
store might be replaced by a local 
data base (to keep phone costs 
down) stocking all the latest popu- 
lar musical pieces, and making its 
profit by charging the originators of 
the music for its services in distrib- 
uting the music. 

Thus, although the role of the 
“record company” may alter radi- 
cally in that physical products are 
no longer being sold, the kind of 
service it provides may well survive 
into an information technology era, 
acting as a kind of distributor, bro- 
ker and publicist for music avail- 
able on data bases. 


Musical Networking 
If the technology develops as I an- 
ticipate, it will provide new possi- 
bilities for both creating and net- 
working specialist or minority crea- 
tive musics. Anyone will be able to 
set up their own music dissemina- 
tion service, provided the volume of 
demand for their music remains 


small, and will be able to communi- 
cate it to others elsewhere in the 
world. Finding out about, and hear- 
ing examples of, unfamiliar musics 
will become much easier than it has 
been, since one isno longer depend- 
ent on the vagaries of distribution 
andaccess to expensive production 
facilities. 

Moreover, musicians in differ- 
ent parts of the world, becoming 
aware of and interested in each oth- 
er’s work, will be able to collabo- 
rate actively with each other via the 
telephone line, sending unfinished 
tracks to each other for the other to 
work on, essentially instantane- 
ously. While this couldbe (andsome- 
times is) done at present by mailing 
tapes, the time lags involved in re- 
ceiving tapes reduce creative spon- 
taneity in a way that would not oc- 
cur if one were able to hear the 
results instantly. 

In these circumstances, I would 
expect musical collaborations in- 
volving people from many countries 
to become the norm, not just the 
result of special tours or visits, and 
the process of cross- cultural fertili- 
zation currently taking place will be 
significantly aided. Far from creat- 
ing a musical uniformity, which is 
largely the result of the need for 
easy-to-market products of mass- 
market companies, I would expect 
new and original musical hybrids to 
emerge which strengthen local mu- 
sical traditions and create new ones. 

Current technologies have al- 
ready caused this to happen. The 
multitrack recorder has not elimi- 
nated, say, polyphonic musical tra- 
ditions in Nigeria, but instead has 
created a new music that is both 
obviously within the traditions as 
well as using the best and latest 
musical technologies to excellent 
and original musical effect - as any- 
one listening to the indigenous Ni- 
gerian releases of King Sunny Ade 
can attest. Similarly, the electric 
guitar hasnotsuppressed traditional 
southern African styles, but has cre- 
ated new guitar styles, notably that 
of Thomas Mapfumo, extending tra- 
ditional Mbira styles. 

The current excitement about 
so-called “World Music” using such 
cross-cultural fertilisations is not a 
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mere record company marketing 
fad, but reflects developments in 
music across the world in response 
to improved communications and 
access to new musical technolo- 
gies. Ihave become aware of signifi- 
cant numbers of musicians now 
devoting much of their time to such 
musical work outside the commer- 
cial sphere - varying from Mongo- 
lian free improvisers performing in 
Europe to British free improvisers 
collaborating with musicians in 
West Africa. 

This kind of collaboration is not 
new - Ravi Shankar was apioneer in 
India of such cross-cultural fusions 
as long ago as the 1950s, and in the 
early 1970s, the Swedish alternative 
music scene, associated with bands 
suchas Archimedes Badkar, Arbete 
Och Fritid and Samla Mammas 
Manna, pioneered cross cultural 
collaborations with musicians from 
Africa, India and Turkey, as did the 
German band Embryo and jazz mu- 
sicians suchas Charlie Mariano, Don 
Cherry and Ornette Coleman. Many 
of these collaborations were marked 
by an equality ofrespect not present 
in more highly touted examples of 
cultural imperialism. 

Although it is impossible to get 
any kind of statistics, my impres- 
sionisthat such “cross-cultural” col- 
laboration and networking is very 
much on the increase, and is argu- 
ably the most creative development 
in music today. Access to afford- 
able and transportable musical tech- 
nologies has played an important 
part in this process, and the emerg- 
ing digital technologies should rein- 
force it further, resulting in an in- 
creasing decentralisation of crea- 
tive musics, and their removal from 
the normative strictures of formal 
musical bureaucracies. 


New Instrument 


Technologies 
Besides the improved communica- 
tions and recording technologies, 
there are other radical changes 
occuring, associated with advanced 
computer and digital technologies, 
that affect musical instrument de- 
sign. In the early days of electronic 
music, it was hoped that electronic 
technology would allow any sound 


to be creatable, so that musicians 
would have an unlimited pallette of 
new instrumental resources no 
longer restricted by the limitations 
of traditional instruments. Things 
did not work out that way. 

It was found that it was remark- 
ably difficult to use the new elec- 
tronic technologies to create more 
than a merely passable imitation of 
traditional musical instruments, and 
that the sounds had a distinctively 
“electronic” character. The new 
music that emerged, at its best, em- 
phasised this distinctive character, 
but what it did not do was give 
musicians unlimited flexibility. Even 
the advent of sampling, which al- 
lows the acoustical sound of the 
note of any instrument to be exactly 
reproduced, did not give the hoped 
for variety of sounds. 

Althoughsamplers can duplicate 
the sound of any one (or any ten) 
notes ofamusical instrument, there 
are two things that sampling tech- 
nology is unable to do. First, it can’t 
duplicate the way a sequence of 
notes on a musical instrument is 
played one after the other, creating 
arigid “feel” different from the origi- 
nal instrument. Secondly, it can’t 
duplicate the way notes vary each 
time they are played on the original 
instrument. Evenattempts to modify 
the notes in a semi-random way 
failed to imitate convincingly the 
natural variety ofthe original sound. 

Many different synthesis tech- 
nologies have been proposed, but 
all seem to suffer from the same 
problems of being too rigid and in- 
flexible to compete with what acous- 
tical instruments do well. Of course, 
the best way to imitate acoustical 
instruments is to play them, but if 
one seeks to have a wider variety of 
sounds, the very least one can de- 
mand is that synthesis technologies 
should be able to produce convinc- 
ingly “natural” sounds, which hope- 
fully then can be extended to inter- 
esting super-natural sounds never 
heard before which sound interest- 
ing to the ear. 

Itis not enough merely to havea 
technology that can produce useful 
new musical sounds. One also re- 
quires that these sounds be creat- 
able with relative ease. For exam- 


ple, the FM synthesis technology 
used by Yamahain their famous DX- 
7 is capable of a wide variety, but 
finding and programming these 
sounds is not at all intuitive or easy 
- with the results that most musi- 
cians restricted themselves to the 
over-familiar pre-set factory sounds, 
which very quickly became very cli- 
ched. 

Experience in synthesis has re- 
vealed that most sounds that can be 
synthesised are really of very little 
musical interest, and an ideal syn- 
thesis will allow musicians to cre- 
ate and use easily those sounds that 
are interesting without having to 
explore numerous uninteresting 
sounds on the way. 

An old approach that achieved 
these ends was that of computer 
modelling of acoustical instruments, 
where the computer numerically 
simulates the physical process of 
sound production in actual acousti- 
cal instruments. The problem with 
this was that the mathematical equa- 
tions describing the sound produc- 
tion process are very complicated, 
and could not be solved quickly 
enough to produce sounds in real 
time. 

Modern computing technology 
is still nowhere near fast enough to 
solve the acoustical equations of 
actual instruments, but over the last 
few years, anew method of synthe- 
sis based on computer modelling 
has emerged. Briefly, it has been 
found that it is unnecessary to solve 
the complete, and very complicated 
equations, but that it is enough to 
represent the behaviour of the air at 
a few crucial points in the instru- 
ments, using an ingenious concept 
of “digital waveguide” to compute 
the relationship between these cru- 
cial points without computing all 
intermediate points. While these 
new computermodels are muchsim- 
pler than the representation of a 
whole instrument, they give almost 
identical resulting sounds, with far 
less computation. 

By using this simplified compu- 
ter modelling approach, it is now 
possible to imitate the sounds of 
many naturalacousticalinstruments 
onthe computerin real time. Unlike 
samplers, the sound varies inanatu- 
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ral way as each note is played, so 
that the overall effect is far more 
“organic” and natural. it turns out 
that the mathematical equations 
describing sound production exhibit 
chaotic behaviour, which produces 
far greater variations in the sounds 
than was possible with earlier syn- 
thesis techniques. 

Besides simulating natural in- 
struments, simple adjustments of 
the “physical” parameters describ- 
ing the computer simulation allows 
the musician to design his/her own 
never-before-existing instrument, 
including ones which it would be 
physically impossible ever to build 
or play with available materials. 
Physical modelling synthesis ap- 
pears to create “musical” sounds 
much more easily than other syn- 
thesis techniques. The main limita- 
tion now appears to be that with 
available computing technology, it 
is still difficult adequately to simu- 
late natural complex acoustical 
resonators, such as guitar bodies, 
so that while it is now easy to simu- 
late, say, a trombone or an electric 
guitar, the secret of synthesising a 
Stradivarius violin remains elusive! 

While these developments hold 
out new hopes of more musical and 
controllable electronic instruments, 
at present they are confined to use 
with very expensive dedicated mu- 
sical signal processing systems, such 
as one designed at IRCAM in Paris 
and marketed by Ariel in the USA. 
While there is no logical reason why 
musical instrument companies 
should not adopt these new synthe- 
sis approaches even in mass-mar- 
ket instruments, using volume of 
production to bring down costs, at 
present they seem to show little 
interest in such new approaches. 

However, with the increasing 
power of PCs, there will come a 
time within the next decade when 
such synthesis techniques can be 
achieved with computer software. 
Thus, whether or not instrument 
manufacturers adopt the new ap- 
proaches, it is likely that they will 
become available to musicians over 
the next decade. 


Processing Power 
While the problems in finding better 





methods of synthesis are slowly 
being overcome, the differences in 
the waysan electronic andanacous- 
tic instrument are played, and the 
limitations of the synthesis tech- 
niques themselves, will ensure that 
acoustic instruments retain many 
advantages. However, by the stand- 
ards of the last decade, even the 
available computer and signal 
processing technology is quite stag- 
gering, and in a decade, it will be 
about one hundred times more pow- 
erful yet. Combined with an im- 
proved understanding of the syn- 
thesis problem, which will allow 
the available technology to be used 
much more efficiently, this is likely 
to reverse the trend of the past dec- 
ade for electronic instruments and 
“effects” to become more anony- 
mous and without real musical char- 
acter. 

Although today it is possible for 
a few hundred pounds to buy 
synthesisers with hundreds of dif- 
ferentsounds and effects units with 
thousands of contrasting effects, the 
results still seem rather bland. Para- 
doxically, by comparison, many of 
the early synthesiser and effects 
techniques seem to have had much 
more “character”, possibly due to 
their imperfections. 

The kind of processing power 
now emerging, however, allows in- 
struments and effects to be devised 
which are much less limited by try- 
ing to squeeze things into a rela- 
tively small amount of processing. 
The problem is already that of hav- 
ing sufficient imagination to use ef- 
fectively the kind of processing 
power we will have. 

That being said, studies show 
that to simulate the reverberant 
character of aroom accurately will 
require the kind of processing power 
that is unlikely to become available 
for another third of a century.’ 

Already, the complexity of pos- 
sibilities of modern musical tech- 
nology means that most musicians 
are becoming less performers and 
more organisers of a musical proc- 
ess. This is most explicitly recog- 
nised in areas like Acid House mu- 
sic, where the performance com- 
prises assembling premade musical 
material into new pieces via record 


manipulation and control of se- 
quence. While itis unlikely thatsuch 
methods will replace traditional 
notions of musical performance, 
neither is is likely that they will go 
away. 

Rather, it is likely that increas- 
ingly, musicians will both perform 
and preplan and organise musical 
processes, often mixing the two, as 
is the case, say, in areas like Acid 
House, or in the mixing of drum 
machine programming and live per- 
formance characteristic, say, of 
Arthur Brown in the early 1970s or 
Steve Albini’s Big Blackin the 1980s. 

More of this musical organisa- 
tion is likely to take place using 
computers, not just for musical pro- 
duction on recordings, where it has 
already become the norm for many 
musicians, but also for “perform- 
ance” music. While the blandness of 
muchcommercial musical program- 
ming is distressing, the best exam- 
ples indicate that this is not neces- 
sarily a route to unmusicality. 


The Future 

We are already well along the road 
to the future described in this arti- 
cle, and it is fascinating, if some- 
what fruitless, to speculate where it 
might lead. Will we be seeing, say, 
African musicians combining tradi- 
tional talking drums with elaborate 
computer-programmes in live per- 
formance, with the same musicians 
doing both? Non-western musicians 
have so far proved very adept at 
using new technologies as they 
emerge to their own ends, with few 
ofthe prejudices broughtto the tech- 
nology by many western musicians. 
What kinds of musicians will work 
together, and what kind of audi- 
ences will they have? 

While centralised music market- 
ing will not disappear, the mass 
media are already fragmenting - for 
example, the enormous increase in 
the number of TV and (with Digital 
Audio Broadcasting) radio channels 
has already started to cause the 
major networks to lose viewers and 
listeners. While this has actually 
resulted in an increase of bland for- 
mula programming, it also is gener- 
ating new areas in which independ- 
ent music networking can find 
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niches. 

Thenew technologies mean that 
the itinerant musician of previous 
generations who would travel from 
town to town is replaced by musi- 
cians who will find small but eco- 
nomically viable audiences in the 
global village. The contacts made 
possible by computer-based tech- 
nology will provide an excellent 
basis for initiating the direct per- 
sonal meetings of musicians with 
similar interests in different parts of 
the world, and create ready-made 
audiences for musics that in the 
past would have languished in ob- 
scurity. 


Notes 

1. My information on the falling cost of 
‘phone lines comes from Financial 
Times articles on telecommunications - 
at present, the actual cost is about a 
fifth (20%) of what the user is charged 
under current international telecom- 
munications agreements. There is now 
a great deal of political pressure from 
independent companies to break these 
old international agreements between 
national Telecoms, and most industry 
experts apparently expect the old agree- 
ments between monopoly national 
telecoms to break down with the next 
five years. It is considered likely that 
these agreements may well be tested in 
the courts and found to constitute mo- 
nopolistic and cartel practices, espe- 
cially if not voluntarily altered. 

I have not retained any specific refer- 
ence I can point you to, but the costs of 
individual lines internationally is still 
falling rapidly because of improved sat- 
ellite communications technology, and 
the rate of fall far exceeds the small 10% 
or 20% p.a. reductions made by the 
Telecoms themselves over the last year 
or so in the face of competition. This 
current situation is reckoned to be un- 
stable, and at some point in the decade 
time scale of my article, the price to 
users should come much more into line 
with actual costs. 

2. The concept of redundancy is central 
to Shannon’s theory of Information, 
developed in the late 1940s, whichis the 
basis of modern technologies of effi- 
cient communications systems. Most 
information hasa recognisable pattern, 
and isolated errors in that information 
can be detected and corrected by virtue 
of the fact that they do not fit this 
pattern. For example, one could put in 
errors in an English sentence such as 
“ThX caX Xat oX the maX” and work out 
what the missing letters were likely to 
be. Thus some of the information con- 
veyed in any transmission of informa- 
tion duplicates other information 


present by virtue of the fact that the 
information must form a recognisable 
pattern. 

Shannon recognised that it was unnec- 
essary to transmit all the information 
present in the original data, but only 
enough so that the rest of the informa- 
tion could be reconstructed so as to fit 
the expected patter, and efficient meth- 
ods of doing this were devised in the 
1950s by Huffman. Such Huffman cod- 
ing reduces the amount of information 
that needs be transmitted, and a “de- 
coder” atthe receiving end reconstructs 
the original pattern of information from 
the data-reduced transmission. Forvery 
complicated patterns, such as those 


ULYSSE NARDIN S.A. 


found in audio and video signals, such 
coding has only become practical at 
low cost in the last few years, thanks to 
fast computer technology implemented 
on modern digital signal processing 
chips. 

3. This is because a room typically has 
around a billion degrees of freedom 
describing its behaviour in the audible 
frequency range, as compared to the 
few thousand degrees of freedom avail- 
able to control the behaviour of the 
most complicated current reverbera- 
tion unit. Acoustical systems occupy- 
ingavolume in three dimensional space 
are far more complicated than the rela- 
tively simple “serial” algorithms (which 


do first one operation then another ona 
signal in a sequential - i.e. serial - fash- 
ion) used in digital signal processors. 
For the last forty years or so, the com- 
puting power of signal processors has 
improved by a factor of one hundred in 
every decade, so that it will take about 
another thirty years to achieve the same 
complexity as an actual room. 

This complexity of acoustical systems 
may be one reason why electronic ef- 
fects and musical instruments do not 
achieve the richness and subtlety of 
their acoustic counterpart, and is one 
ofseveral reasons why foralong time to 
come, electronics will not displace 
acoustical instruments. 
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Far From Equilibrium 


]: Foreword - and some 





debatable assertions 


This is an attempt to clarify what 
kind of mental activity is specific to 
improvised music-making, taking it 
to be empirically established that 
some free improvised music is expe- 
rienced as being unique in relation 
to all other musics. In my experi- 
ence this uniqueness is also signifi- 
cant and worthwhile. 

For some time I have been pre- 
occupied by thoughts about what 
improvisation is and where it can 
and should go. By this Ido not mean 
what kind of principles and 
formalisms one should ty to incor- 
porate but, on the contrary, what 
kind of mental states and processes 
one should try to cultivate in order 
to produce music without reference 
to principles and formalisms. 

The creation and reception of 
art involve the mind in more rami- 
fiedand comprehensive activity than 
any other mental discipline. They 
are furthermore non-goal-oriented, 
unlike the vast range of goal-ori- 
ented forms of mental process of 
which our minds are capable. One 
might even say that art is any non- 
goal- oriented mental activity manifested 
in communicable form, and that itis an 
accidental byproduct of nature’s 
“overkill” in the otherwise goal-ori- 
ented development of human brain 
capacity. If a goal can be identified, 
it’s not art any more. It seems to me 
self-evident, therefore, thatno other 
mental discipline can be applied to 
analyse whatartis, howitis or should 
be (!) produced, at least not in any 
essential way, simply because what- 
ever features in art and its produc- 
tion one can identify, one cannot 
evaluate their contribution to achiey- 
ing a defined goal, since there is 
none. I find attempts to apply meth- 
ods of mathematics and the natural 
sciences in this way evidence of a 
pompous naivety in minds with in- 
sufficient insight into the nature of 
the art and/or the science they are 
considering. So- called applications 
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of information theory to art analysis 
are a glaring example. 

I often find, however, that refer- 
ence to models from mathematics, 
natural science or engineering can 
provide a welcome handle by which 
to grasp and give form to otherwise 
elusive intuitive mental images of 
what is actually going on in the pro- 
duction and reception of art. One 
cannot deduce anything from these 
models which is not already empiri- 
cally experienced “in the field”, and 
one must be wary of deriving goals 
from them, as though they were 
explanations in the scientific sense. 

In what follows I shall draw heav- 
ily upon analogies with recent ad- 
vances in the thermodynamics of 
chemical systems, and upon models 
of how the mind is organised as 
formulated by Minsky, in an attempt 
to projecta communicable image of 
whatI sense to be going on when the 
improvised music I experience as 
unique is being produced, and what 
makes it different from goings-on in 
other kinds of artistic creativity. 





2: Far from Equilibrium 

“Self-organisation processes in far- 
from-equilibrium conditions corre- 
spond to a delicate interplay be- 
tween chance and necessity; between 
fluctuations and deterministic laws.” 

Far from equilibrium is a term I 
have borrowed from the intriguing 
book, “Order out of Chaos” by Ilya 
Prirogine and Isabelle Stengers. This 
book has been for me an abundant 
source of ideas, food for thought, 
and above all analogies which I find 
invaluable in giving form to thoughts 
and intuitions about artistic creativ- 
ityin general, and in particular about 
the specific nature of free improvi- 
sation. I shall also lean heavily own 
ideas drawn from Marvin Minsky’s 
famous book, “The Society of 
Mind”.' 

As the expression “far from equi- 
librium” will crop up very often, I 
abbreviate it to FFE. 

Thermodynamics, along with 
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quantum theory, is perhaps that 
realm of scientific study which has 
given rise to most metaphysical 
speculation. Classical thermodynam- 
ics is chiefly concerned with equilib- 
rium states and how systems tend 
towards them; after a perturbation 
such systems will settle back to the 
equilibrium state they were dis- 
turbed from - or to some new equi- 
librium if this has lower energy. The 
equilibrium state isa kind of attractor. 

Ifsuch a system is forced far away 
from its attractive equilibrium by a 
steady supply of energy or matter 
from the external world, itwould be 
expected by classical thermodynam- 
ics to stabilise in a state of maximum 
entropy (disorder) and minimum 
free energy. Systems have been dis- 
covered (fairly recently), however, 
which do not behave in this way, but 
when far from equilibrium begin to 
exhibit unstable self-organising be- 
haviour, often of astonishing diver- 
sity, evolving in both time and space. 
The discovery of such behaviour 
seems to demand a fundamental 
reappraisal of our understanding of 
nature, and this is one of the central 
themes of Prirogine and Stengers’s 
book. 

“In this context, the age-old prob- 
lem of the origin of life appears in a 
different perspective. It is certainly 
true that life is incompatible with 
Boltzmann’s order principle butnot 
with the kind of behaviour that can 
occur in far-from-equilibrium con- 
ditions.”* 

Intensive research is now going 
on into such systems on many levels, 
from the elementary physical to the 
complex biological and sociologi- 
cal. 

However, a necessary feature of 
all such systems is that they embody 
“catalytic loops”, which in terms of 
chemistry means that the product 
of a reaction is necesary for its own 
synthesis. This is analogous to what 
would be called “positive feedback” 
in control theory and electronics, 
typically giving rise to unstable be- 





7 


haviour, which may or may not be 
self-organising depending on the 
nature of the system. In fact, in the 
world of cell chemistry, where FFE 
self-organisation seems to be the 
essence of life itself, these catalytic 
loops are often more complex, e.g. 
process 1 produces molecule A 
which catalyzes process 2 producing 
molecule B which is necessary for 
process | to produce A... 

Another crucial feature of such 
FFE conditions is the occurrence of 
bifurcation points, critical stages from 
which the system may take one of 
two (or more) trajectories with radi- 
cally different outcomes. At such 
points the system is enormously sen- 
sitive to small fluctuations and influ- 
ences which may steer it into very 
different behaviour. This is again 
quite foreign to classical thermody- 
namics where small perturbations 
are expected to have only small ef- 
fects which quickly die out. This 
could mean, for example, that even 
such feeble influences as gravita- 
tional anomalies or weak electro- 
magnetic fields could profoundly 
alter the behaviour of organic sys- 
tems, influences which are other- 
wise considered so weak as to be 
quite negligible. 

Prirogine and Stengers also re- 
fer to such systems as dissipative 
structures, dissipative because they 
need energy or matter from the 
outside world to maintain their 
untable behaviour, structures be- 
cause their behaviour is neverthe- 
less organised. 


3: FFE mind 

Consider the situation: one or more 
musicians say, “We are going to play, 
butwe have no idea what, absolutely 
no feature of the music has been 
decided in advance, not harmony, 
melody, rhythm, dynamics, form...”. 
Can we perhaps see the processes 
giving rise to this music as in some 
way analogous to the unstable self- 
organising behaviour of some FFE 
systems? 

The unstable system, the 
dissipative structure we are looking 
at here is of course the mind(s) of 
the performer(s).” 


* The body is of course involved, and it 
is questionable whether any distinction 


Consider the mind in the terms 
Minsky describes. A neuron has no 
intrinsic intelligence, but there are 
about a billion of them, linked by 
complicated networks into groups, 
and groups of groups, and... into 
agencies networked to other agen- 
cies, a vast vertical and horizontal 
hierarchy, the society of mind. 

Both through inherent proper- 
ties and through learning, these 
agencies diversify and have access to 
special knowledge and skills. As in 
macroscopic diversified societies, 
decisions about actions and reac- 
tions towards the outside world “are 
taken” either by a consensus con- 
signing responsibility to certain 
members (agencies) whose claim to 
special abilities or knowledge is ac- 
cepted, or by the resolution of inter- 
agency conflicts. 


4: Temporary madness 

In everyday life the mind is sup- 
posed, at least in its dealings with 
the outside world, to behave like a 
near-equilibrium system in the sense 
of classical thermodynamics. Inter- 
agency conflicts must be resolved 
decisively, whether by democratic 
or autocratic means. In particular 
situations, identified by comparison 
and recognition agencies with ac- 
cess to memory, certain action agen- 
cies will be allowed the upper hand 
in responding because of their claim 
to special relevant knowledge. Even 
if driven far from equilibrium, the 
mind is expected to be able to re- 
turn to some stable state allowing a 
goal to be formulated and appropri- 
ate action taken. Displacements 
from equilibrium caused by 
perturbations should decay, allow- 
ing a return to a stable state. Other- 
wise our behaviour will be seen as 
insane or at best inept. 

But suppose we can achieve a 
state which is far from any equilib- 
rium, where a catalytic loop can give 
rise to instability, a dissipative struc- 
ture which has self-organising be- 
haviourandis, atleastintermittently, 
enormously sensitive to minute in- 
fluences. I can imagine such a state 
of mind when as many agencies as 
possible are given “equal powers” in 


between mind and body is meaningful 
here, but for simplicity let us for now 
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a kind of controlled anarchy, where 
no recognisable goal-formulation is 
allowed to establish a hierarchic 
pattern - temporary contained mad- 
ness. Obviously if we are to make 
music it must be contained in some 
way for certain control functions 
must be maintained in a most effi- 
cient manner. The situation where 
“too many” agencies are simultane- 
ously vying with each other for con- 
trol, but none gaining it for long, 
can be a model of the kind of unsta- 
ble system we have been discussing. 

As regards an energy flux which 
maintains this unstable state, here 
too one can sense an analogy with 
the FFE thermodynamic model. 
Creative energy may be hard to de- 
fine, but it is something every crea- 
tive person has experienced atsome 
time or another. We can interpret it 
as a source of excitation for the 
agencies most engaged in the mind’s 
activity at a given time. What is spe- 
cial in the unstable FFE state we are 
concerened with is that the energy 
flux is distributed, not focussed on 
one agency with a dominant role, so 
that it maintains the ‘equal footing’ 
status of as many agencies as possi- 
ble. 

What we have described so far 
could be the temporary insanity of 
many forms of creative activity. 


5: The catalytic loop 


“_.the only reaction stages that, un- 
der certain conditions and circum- 
stances, may jeopardise the stability 
of the stationary state are precisely 
the “catalytic loops”-stages in which 
the product of a chemical reaction 
is involved in its own synthesis.” 

Nowhere is the product of artis- 
tic creativity so much involved in its 
own “synthesis” as in (free) impro- 
vised music. The musician’s mind 
has immediate reference to the 
music just played, and in the ab- 
sence of a goal-oriented supervisor 
agency is very strongly influenced 
by it - the music catalyses itself. 


Instability, Sensitivity, 
Learning not to learn 
By being able to achieve an unstable 

self-organising FFE state of mind 


view it as a tool, together with an instru- 
ment, under the control of the mind. 
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the improviser can be creative in an 
essentially different way. As we have 
said, such FFE systems can be ex- 
traordinarily sensitive to the small- 
estinfluences, steering them offinto 
new behaviour in radical contrast to 
stable systems disturbed from equi- 
librium, with their tendency to be 
drawn back to an attractor state. 

Can one learn to achieve such 
unstable FFE states, to practice in- 
sanity, or to preserve the capacity 
for it? Is it not a case of (selectively) 
learning not to learn? Objection! 
This sounds like a goal-oriented ac- 
tivity, but the goal is to avoid goals, 
and it refers to the way an impro- 
viser “practices”, not to actual per- 
formance. This striving for a non- 
goal begins to sound almost ephem- 
eral, or zen-like, but I believe it is 
crucial to the improvising art. 

John Cassavetes has said: “You 
have to fight sophistication. Sophis- 
tication comes to anybody who has 
been doing his job for a while. You 
have to fight knowing, because once 
you know something, it’s hard to be 
open and creative; it’s a form of 
passivity - something to guard 
against.” Those who know 
Cassavetes’ s films and especially who 
know something about the way he 
works, will appreciate that this state- 
ment originates from experience in 
a cognate activity. 

One of the pitfalls of free im- 
provisation is learning, which our 
minds are so good at. Whatever we 
do, especially if we do it often, cer- 
tain agencies observe and store in- 
formation about what was done, 
along with an evaluation of the re- 
sults. When a similar situation arises 
again, these agencies tend naturally 
to take the upper hand, trying to 
reproduce what was done before if 
the results were judged good, or to 
avoid it if they were not. I have 
observed with manyimprovisers who 
play regularly over a long period 
that one begins to hear attractor states 
making themselves felt, or energy 
troughs into which they slide. The 
mind’s natural tendency to estab- 
lish a stable, goal-oriented hierar- 
chy of agencies is easily reverted to. 
One cannot disregard the fact that 
improvised music does come within 
the realm (albeit on the fringe) of 


“show business” with its 
concommitant evaluation norms to 
which no performer can be fully 
immune: success is measured by an 
ability to manipulate and captivate 
an audience, to win the greatest 
possible approbation from the great- 
est possible number. There will al- 
ways agencies in the mind which will 
claim control on the grounds of 
knowledge about how to achieve 
this goal. 

I imagine anarchic 
insubordinance ofas many agencies 
as possible to be a prerequisite for 
getting far enough away from equi- 
librium. I have written elsewhere 
about free improvisation (atits best) 
as “music of the whole mind”, an 
exaggeration justified by its sugges- 
tive implication. On the other hand, 
learning is intrinsic to our mental 
development and without it even 
improvisation would stagnate in its 
idiom. As much of the mind as pos- 
sible should be engaged in the 
dissipative structure, which includes 
tapping knowledge which would not 
normally be permitted to come into 
play in a more stable and hierarchi- 
cal creative activitiy. Learning also 
develops new agencies and modifies 
inter-agency networks. The danger 
lies only in learning about how to play 
in the kind of way we learn how to 
eat with chopsticks or impress an- 
other person with a certain image of 
ourselves. 

Recently heard [Raymond] play 
ataconcert-wonderful music. I told 
him so afterwards. He said, “I have 
no idea what I did”. This is not 
uncommon with improvisers when 
they are at their best, whereas if we 
have played something learned, 
something where a goal-oriented 
agency was in control, we also re- 
member rather well. My experience 
suggests that when the mind does 
achieve unstable self-organising FFE 
behaviour, the monitoring agencies 
concerned with remembering, col- 
lating and evaluating information 
about current actions for future ref- 
erence tend to be suppressed. A 
parallel with attempts to recall 
dreams springs to mind. The dream 
state may be cognate as another 
unstable self-organising FFE state of 
mind during which goal-oriented 
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agency configurations are “turned 
off”. 





7: Some comparisons - jazz, 
composition 
As I have been talking about the 
uniqueness of the way the best im- 
provised music is created, it behoves 
me to explain what I think goes on 
in some other forms of artistic crea- 
tivity. 

In any discussion of improvised 
music some reference to jazz im- 
provisation almost always crops up, 
for obvious reasons. 

Inaconyentional jazz improvisa- 
tion there is always a reference 
frame, a stable “ground state” or 
attractor, from which the perform- 
ers make excursions but which they 
do notdestroy. The reference frame 
is always in the player’s mind. That 
is to say there are certain agencies 
which “know what the rules are” - 
which supervise the flights of fan- 
tasy other agencies may put forth. 
The learning is there, and the 
heirarchy of control which it engen- 
ders, and thus the stability, the near- 
to-equilibrium behaviour ofa classi- 
cal thermodynamic system. Some of 
these “knowledgeable agencies” lie 
very deep, at an almost purely 
motoric level - the well-learned licks 
which are guaranteed to work when 
brought in at the right place. All in 
all, there is a team of supervisor 
agencies which ensure that unsta- 
ble FFE conditions are suppressed. 

I have experienced many times 
the fatal effect of any kind of previ- 
ously decided framework on free 
improvisation. What happens is one 
of three things: in the best case a 
supervisor agency is established 
which imediately aborts self-organ- 
ised FFE behaviour, and instantcom- 
posing (see later) results; or, the 
agreed framework is rejected be- 
cause everyone senses that it is sti- 
fling the music; or, there is an 
unresolvable conflict between these 
tendencies leading to plain disor- 
der (a stationary state of maximum 
entropy). 

In composition on the other hand 
there is first of all no catalytic loop 
(or does this invite refute?). In any 
case, if the composer avails himself 
ofall-embracing organisational prin- 
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ciples in composing it is clear that 
no unstable FFE state can arise. It is 
questionable whether it can ever 
arise given the opportunity for re- 
flection and contemplation which 
composing allows. Interagency ne- 
gotiations are bound to take place, 
leading to stable (sane?) decision- 
making. It may be that a composer 
working in a very intuitive and spon- 
taneous fashion experiences bursts 
of a “creative insanity” similar to 
that of the FFE improviser, but the 
other factors I have mentioned must 
take over before his mental trajec- 
tory is ever mapped to a listner’s 
mind. Another important point is 
that very little of the total informa- 
tion reaching a listener can in fact 
be controlled by the composer (of 
notated music). 






-and Instant 





8: The critical size 
Composition 

ere seems to be a critical size for 
an ensemble of (human) minds try- 
ing to achieve self-organising FFE 
instability together. It is 3, maybe 
exceptionally 4. Five to eight seems 
not to yield anything satisfactory in 
terms of improvisation, just rather 
stable high-entropy stationary states. 
With larger numbers (if all goes 
well) something different happens- 
this is the “free big-band” situation. 
Improvisers with experience in this 
kind ofensemble don’t try toachieve 
FFE instability, but do set up a moni- 
tor-supervisor agency which tries to 
see to it that the player makes the 
“right” contribution to general en- 
semble gesture. What each musi- 
cian plays in detail can and should 
become a rather secondary consid- 
eration: it just has to be the “right 
kind of musical element”. This then 
becomes very similar to the waymany 
modern composers work, with “ma- 
terial”, defined only on a fairly mac- 
roscopic level, and results in some- 
thing for which I would reserve the 
term instant composing. 

Note that instant composing of- 
ten occurs even in small ensembles; 
itis a way out when an unstable FFE 
state can’t be achieved or doesn’t 
seem to be self-organising. 








9: Instrumental technique 


Improvisers play for the most part 


instruments (or voice) which are 
common in other kinds of music too 
- classical or modern Western 
notated music, jazz, folk music, etc. 
What sort of technique does or 
should an improviser have in com- 
parison to what is required in other 
musics? This is a somewhat vexed 
question, particularly when compari- 
son is made with the demands of 
academic training for Western 
notated music. 

First let us note that even in 
composition, the creation of art, is 
not a goal-oriented activity, inter- 
pretation of notated music is. The 
performance of “strictly notated” 
music can be rated in much the 
same way as a marksmanship sport. 
Crudely put, the better player plays 
fewer wrong notes, though the “rat- 
ing system” extends to much more 
than this. This is not of course the 
whole story, but it is a major part of 
learning to play notated music. 
Outstanding performers of notated 
music are often hopeles at free im- 
provisation: they seek always a frame- 
work of principles so that a supervi- 
sor agency can establish its right to 
decide what is “right”, which is fatal 
for an unstable FFE state. At best 
what results is instant composition. 

On the other hand, outstanding 
improvisers may be paralysed when 
required to play notated music. The 
academic musician is able to estab- 
lish the agency hierarchy necessary 
to achieve the goal of “playing the 
right notes at the right time” as an 
almost automatic background proc- 
ess, leaving other agencies free to 
devote attention to interpretation 
(or even thinking about what to 
have for dinner), improvisational 
excursions about an equilibrium 
state. This may be an insurmount- 
able problem for the free impro- 
viser with completely different hab- 
its of mind. 

To play notated music, or 
“mouldy fig” jazz, the performer has 
tobe good at certain things with his/ 
her instrument or voice. To be a 
good improviser one does not have 
to be good at anything, but must be 
good at some things. Some kind of 
good, or even virtuoso technique is 
essential, because it forms a link in 
the catalytic loop: mind-instrument- 
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sound-hearing-mind. The improvi- 
sation is the performance is the art 
and is not goal-oriented, so it cannot 
be rated in terms of instrumental 
technique, though it is intimately 
dependent on some kind of tech- 
nique. 

When anote-interpreting player 
accidentally makes a mistake (easy 
toidentifyassuch), his/herrepsonse 
(goal) is to rectify it as soon as pos- 
sible, to get back to equilibrium. In 
an improvisation it is often difficult 
to identify what is a mistake, but 
more important, an accident may 
be the initiator for a new trajectory, 
a bifurcation point in the unstable 
FFE state. For this reason itis usually 
an advantage if the improviser is 
skilled in using the instrument in 
unconventional or “wrong” ways. 

The crucial difference between 
note-reading and improvising musi- 
cians would however appear to lie in 
different mind-structuring abilities. 
There are of course musicians who 
are good at both. But also note that 
the improviser is 100% dedicated to 
creating art, whereas the interpret- 
ing musician is for the most part 
engaged in a highly goal-oriented 
activity. 





10: That's all very well, bul what 
about... 

music which is very “composed” 
but which a listener experiences as 
very suggestive of free improvisa- 
tion? Some of Ferneyhough’s solo 
pieces come to mind. Much depends 
on how the performer approaches 
the notation... 

Can one envisage self-organis- 
ing unstable FFE behaviour in an 
artifical intelligence? 

I leave these topics in the air for 
further speculation. 





This article was originally intended as a 
“sleeve note” to the record by Paul Pignon 
and Raymond Strid, “Far from Equilibrium”, 
on ALICE ALCD 007. It became too long, so 
a condensed version appears on the CD 
sleeve. The record is available from CDA, tel: 
46 8 791 4700, fax 46 8 642 2775, in 
Stockholm. 

Paul Pignon has been involved with free 
improvisation for 30 years and is director of 
Fylkingen, centre for new music, video and 
theatre, in Stockholm. 


bea’ 
Bare 
Se 
~> 
m 
° 


Z ’ 





Notes: 

1. Agencies 

The term agency is taken from Minksy’s "The Society of Mind". Minsky 
describes the mind as a vast hierarchy of component ugen/s, linked by 
numerous vertical and lateral connections. Atthe lowest level we have the 
brain and nerve cells themselves, estremely primitive agents. Further up the 
hierarchy we have the agents with simple skills or abilities. Stl further up, 
ensembles of agents with a high level ofautonomy and administrative power 
over many lower agents, Which Minsky calls agencies. They could be 
described as "member minds” inthe’society of mind. For example. when we 
say "Tcan't make up my mind,” one can interpret this as a conflict between 
agencies which both consider themselves competent in the given siuation 


2. Boltzmann's Order Principle 

Po illustrate this principle, considera very simple example: an insulated 
vessel contains gas or liquid, billions of atoms. Suppose that mitially they are 
ordered into some kind of distinct pattem. After a time, the system will 
evolve to a uniform distribution of the atoms throught the vessel. In 
Boltzmann's analysis, this is explained in terms of the probability of different 
states. All possible states ("complexions" as they are often called) are equally 
probable, but in systems containing very large numbers of elements, there are 
vastly more possible states corresponding to a more or less uniform, 
featureless distribution than to any other kind. To quote Priroging and 
Stengers, "Once this state has been reached, the system will move only short 
distances from it, and for short periods of time... (ity will merely fluctuate 
around the attractor state." Any initial dissymetry o1 

special distribution will be "forgotten" 


Notes on the 
illustrations : 

On the one hand my 
stuff is all about FFE 
creation; on the other, 
in order to illustrate 
FFE, you have to stop 
doing it. A visual FFE 
isnon-specifically 
specific, or specifically 
non-specific; some- 
thing "real" that does 
not exist... a nice cow 
or bunny would have 
been easier... 


Bill Ellsworth 
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Remixes: cosmetics or fraud? 


Bit by bit CDs have replaced vinyl records 
as the most common means of sound 
reproduction. One positive consequence 
is that, since it is suddenly profitable, 
long out of print titles are once again 
available - both for first time buyers and 
fans who wantto replace their scratched 
worn copies. In the last few years richly 
annotated boxes have appeared, offer- 
ing “best of” collections and a “superior 
sound”. 

In some cases the new editions 
weren't exactly as |remembered the old, 
and a careful comparison led me to the 
conclusion that, in a continuum going 
from light modification to total change, 
the correspondence of new to original 
editions isan unknown quantity that can 
only be discovered on a case by case 
basis. 

In this article I'll consider this “fact” as 
a “problem”; | won't talk about whether 
CDs are “superior” to vinyl (Grundman 
and Ludwig think the opposite is true: 
see note 9). 


The only definition we'll need is “mixing”; 
mine is: a complex operation, made of a 
series of simpler operations which tend 
both to modify the timbre of sounds and 
to determine their relative volumes and 
spatial disposition. Mastering is the op- 
eration necessary to prepare a CD from 
an analogue tape. This is the minimal 
necessary intervention required to pro- 
duce on CD material previously released 
on vinyl. It consists of converting ana- 
logue to digital tape (hence “digitally 
remastered”). This is the first stage at 
which problems appear, most com- 
monly: 1) the increase of tape hiss (no 
longer hidden under the surface noise 
of the LP) and 2) an excess of bass 
frequencies since these typically were 
boosted when mastering for vinyl - to 
compensate for the lack of “receptivity” 
in the old format. Therefore active inter- 
vention is required just to “leave things as 
they are”. 

The ways in which available options 
are applied gives form to what we hear 
in the finished product, which will differ 
in direct proportion to the “innovative” 
nature of the analogue- digital mediations 
applied: for instance, modern equalizers 
give the possibility of selective modifica- 
tion at a level similar to a remix (for now 
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| leave this concept in its intuitive form). 

A few examples. First, the Rolling 
Stones'. Andrew Loog Oldham, the 
Stones’ first producer, was chosen by 
Abkco US to supervise the CD edition of 
the group's first 15 albums” (an edition 
which is different from the European 
Decca versions). Oldham was as faithful 
as possible to the originals, making no 
dramatic changes; nevertheless, the sim- 
ple process of remastering entailed a 
change in the stereo separation, modifi- 
cations to the vocal levels and the appar- 
ent disappearance of some instrumental 
parts. The fact that the new versions are 
clearer hasn't always been beneficial to 
the musical content; for example, “Street 
Fighting Man”’ digitally remastered on 
‘Through the past, darkly” (London/ 
Abkco USA pressing); and on “Beggars 
Banquet” (Decca, Dutch pressing) re- 
veals its acoustic nature, whereas an 
aspect of its original appeal was its not 
clearly defined guitar timbre. 

Greg Calbi, who remastered “Sticky 
Fingers”, “Exile on Main Street”, “Some 
Girls” and “Emotional Rescue” for Colum- 
bia said, “When somebody buys a CD, 
the first thing they expect is more dy- 
namic range than on disc, so why trans- 
fer the same sound to CD?” This sen- 
tence will be useful later. 

For The Beatles reissues, the EMI 
“Beatles Committee” appointed George 
Martin to prepare the digital versions. 
Martin persuaded them to use mono 
versions of the first two albums and 
stereo versions of “Help!”, “Rubber Soul” 
and “Revolver”. Since the original stereo 
wasn’t considered good enough by to- 
day's standards, Martin took the original 
4 track tapes and remixed them. (“Re- 
volver” and “Sgt Pepper” were not 
remixed).>* 

So now is the time to look at the 
question of remixing, which means, sim- 
ply... doing it again. How could we call 
a remix “illicit”? Some common points of 
view seem to be: A remix is legitimate 1) 
when the artist or original producer do 
it (answering the question: who?); 2) 
when the artist or original producer wants 
to make up for lack of time, hardware or 
experience at the time of the original mix 
(answering the question: why?). From 
my perspective, which is strictly philo- 
logical, the answer is: it is legitimate 


46 


when itwas done atthe time, answering 
the question: when? As an example of 
this, | offer the LP “In the Land of Grey 
and Pink” by Caravan. For some tracks, 
both a mixing and a remixing engineer 
are listed on the cover. We can suppose 
the first mixes were rejected. It doesn’t 
matter why here; important only is that 
the decisions and remixes were made 
before the record appeared before the 
public. 

At this point a question is always 
asked: why deny musicians the possibil- 
ity of modifying - by remixing - their own 
work? My answer is: they may, but then 
they must write very clearly on the cover: 
Edition 1991. Moreover, the new edi- 
tion must not replace the original. If we 
don't satisfy the first condition we create 
the possibility of fraud; and if we fail the 
second and the original version is not on 
sale anymore, it will make a critical evalu- 
ation of the work (i.e. to see that work as 
part of its time) impossible. 

So far, so good. Now to distinguish 
“remixes with” from “remixes without" 
the addition of new material. Only in the 
last decade have remixes which replace 
instrumental parts (in some cases every- 
thing, except vocals) become common- 
place. This now includes adding parts 
that were not present on the original 
track at all. The first remixer to become 
widely known was Arthur Baker, who 
remixed, among others, records by 
Springsteen, Diana Ross, Cyndy Lauper, 
Hall and Oates. The main reason was 
that audience segmentation made it de- 
sirable to offer different versions 1) to 
different audiences, and 2) for different 
uses.> We can see both aspects, for 
instance, in CD versions of some of Frank 
Zappa's historical records; but first let's 
answer an important question: does a 
criterion exist by which we can tell an 
original version from a remix? Yes and 
no. For music which predates the 70s 
we can be pretty sure: a CD which hasn't 
been remixed will have on its cover the 
triad AAD; if it has been remixed, ADD. 
The criterion becomes less certain as we 
approach the 80s, and for the 90s is 
totally useless. What's more, we have to 
consider that vinyl records lack the triad, 
so it’s impossible to tell one edition from 
any other, unless the buyer takes the CD 
version as a reference point. What the 


“D" in the central point in the triad can- 
not tell us is whether the remix is of the 
“with” or the “without” (new material) 
type. 

Now we can take a look at FZ’s CD 
rereleases in a comparison with original 
vinyl copies in mint condition. “Freak 
Out”, “Absolutely Free” and “Waka/ 
Jawaka” (Zappa Records), “Weasels 
Ripped My Flesh”, “Chunga’s Revenge” 
and “The Grand Wazoo” (Rykodisc), all 
conformed to their originals, coherently 
with the triad AAD. “Uncle Meat” (Zappa 
Records) is practically the same, even if it 
has ADD on its cover. “Hot Rats” (Zappa 
Records) hasADD on its cover: “Remixed 
from the original multi-track masters with 
added material from the original ses- 
sions"; it’s an alternative version, but, 
alas! it’s the only one on sale. The real 
problems arise with “Cruising with Ruben 
and the Jets” and “We're only in it for the 
money”. The first (Zappa Records) has a 
new double bass on some tracks, anew 
electric bass on others, and new drums; 
the triad ADD, as we've already seen, 
doesn’t warn us; nor is there any indica- 
tion on the cover; nor do we get even to 
know the names of the new players. 
“We're only init for the money” (Rykodisc), 
inmy opinion one of the most innovative 
records of the sixties, goes further still; 
again, we have new bass and drum 
parts throughout, and the effect is quite 
repellent. Yet the triad on the cover is 
AAD. A little note in the booklet tells us 
the record has been remixed: too late for 
even the most scrupulous buyer. 

Zappa has tried to give technical 
justifications for the alterations, but his 
explanation doesn’t hold water: the 
overdubbing of new material is always a 
deliberate decision.® 

One last example: “In Praise of Learn- 
ing”, the third Henry Cow LP. | com- 
pared the CD with two vinyl copies, the 
original on Virgin (an unplayed copy) 
and the 1986 Broadcast version. Let's 
consider the long track on side one, 
“Living in the heart of the beast”. The 
version remixed by Frith, Hodgkinson 
and Bisi is “clearer” than the one on the 
first edition, which, in truth, appeared a 
bit muffled even when it came out, but 
the composition takes on, for me, a 
threatening, harsh, and anxiety-provok- 
ing character that the original version 
didn’t have. This remixed version seems 
to anticipate (and never a word was 
more inappropriate) an approach and a 
sound dimension typical of the end of 
the 70s, more like The Work, if you like, 
than the original Cow. Even if to some- 
body who hadn't previously listened to 
this composition the new version could 
appear more “modern”, philologically 


it's totally misleading. Unfortunately it's 
the only one now available. 


Practically every day remixed versions of 
old titles appear. Since a remix costs 
money, most are left alone. Neverthe- 
less, if somebody were engaged in writ- 
ing a history of rock and used CDs he 
would have a certain amount of misin- 
formation and may be unaware of the 
fact. 

The problem I'm talking about hasn’t 
been perceived as being important by 
many; there are, of course, those who 
have noticed that record x had been 
remixed and paradoxically this is some- 
times perceived as a positive quality. But 
the attention this question has received 
is nothing compared to that reserved for 
“the death of vinyl”, to which remixes 
forminaway an appendix. Obviously no 
one can accuse the public of being 
superficial; typical situations are: 1) first 
purchase, therefore not comparable and 
2) substitution ofa worn-out copy, some- 
times not listened to in years; in which 
case the listening experience, from a hi- 
fi point of view, will be more satisfying 
(just remember the Greg Calbi quote). 

Some time ago | began noticing a 
certain disparity between the rock critics’ 
and the jazz critics’ behaviour with re- 
gard to our present problem; everybody 
recalls, for instance, the fury which the 
soundtrack from “Bird” unleashed (a 
“modern” production had taken out all 
Parker’s companions in favour of some 
session men).’? One could argue that, 
since he is very well known, Parker's 
name is not representative; I'll remind 
the reader, then, of another contro- 
versy: that concerning noise reduction 
systems used when transferring “Histori- 
caljazz” to CD. The debate was long and 
heated, and definitions like “colorization 
of music” appeared, in analogy with the 
colorization of old black and white mov- 
ies. 

Sol ask myself: why this difference in 
attitude between the two categories of 
critic? | asked other people, and here are 
the answers (in precis): 

1) Rock critics are, as a rule, ignorant, 
and notatall conscious of the majority of 
the problems concerning music. 

2) Rock critics tend not to talk about 
problems which they assume will be 
difficult for their readers to understand. 
3) Rock critics have a tendency to be 
uncritical about recordings since, al- 
though in jazz they are considered to be 
evidence of a performance, in rock they 
are only evidence of themselves. 

Each of these answers, | think, seems 
to have a dose of truth. I'll add this: by 
betting on CDs the record industry (be- 
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side the novelty value) has “discovered” 
a quality which is decisive in the orienta- 
tion of the purchase: a mass-level hi-fi, 
i.e. hi-fiata low price’. By the same token 
it would be commercially unsound to 
reprint old records without having done 
everything possible to make them sound 
like records today. Preferring the original 
to the remix implies an understanding 
that the latter, even if itis on the surface, 
more “faithful”, nevertheless betrays the 
music, i.e. that the sound measured in 
dynamics is not the same as the sound as 
aresult of creative invention.'”"' Thus, I'll 
add a fourth sketch of explanation to the 
three already mentioned: the majority of 
rock critics share with the public an 
appraisal of a “good sound” as a positive 
value in itself. 


In closing I'll quote Roger Nichols, an 
engineer for the group Steely Dan (a 
group which was surely not guilty of 
making shoddily recorded albums): “I 
remember mixing the tune “King of the 
World”. Everyone else went home, Gary 
Katz fell asleep on the floor and Denny 
Dias and | stayed until seven in the 
morning, doing it in little sections, get- 
ting the balance between all the instru- 
ments perfect, then on to the next sec- 
tion, all of it perfect. Then we spliced the 
2-track master sections together, which 
is how we used to mix down before we 
got the Necam digital mixing system. 
The next afternoon we came to the 
studio and played it back: the song 
started and then the fade came. We 
went, “Wait a minute. Did we leave 
something out? What's going on here?” 
And we played it back again and we had 
to really concentrate to realize the song 
was going by. You could hear every- 
thing and you couldn't hear anything, 
like sonic wallpaper - really strange. We 
ended up using the mix we'd done ten 
hours before, which had more three- 
dimensionality to it.”'? 


Notes: 

1. News and quotes from Scott Isler, “Rolling 
Stones on CDs: you can get what you need’, 
Musician no. 102, April 1987. 

2. An example of good ingenuity, two acous- 
tic guitars and some toy drums were re- 
corded with no limiting, all distortion; the 
only electric instrument, a bass, was 
overdubbed. See Scott E.Kutina, “Keith Rich- 
ard’, Guitar Player, November 1977. The 
interview has been reprinted in ‘The Guitar 
Player Book™. 

3. See Richard Buskin, “Jogging George Mar- 
tin’s memory”, Musician no. 105, July 1987. 

4. | won't even begin discussing the topic of 
the use of stereo tapes, remixed or not in lieu 
ofthe mono tapes which were for most ofthe 





60s not only the most sold versions, but also 
the most worked on [in terms of time) and the 
most “musical”. See Mark Lewisohn, The 
complete Beatles Recording Sessions’, 
Hamlyr-Emi 1988. 

5. For two temporal moments, see 
J.D. Considine, “Don'tcallmearermixer: Arthur 
Baker’, Musician no.79, May 1985, and Rusty 
Cutchin, ‘The Sons of Jellybean’, Musician, 
no. 130, August 1989. 

6. SeeJoseph Woodard, ‘Zappa - the license 
tobeamamiac’, section: FZon CD’, Musician 
no. 96, October 1986. 

7. Two extremely perceptive reviews, with 
regard to the reason why Farker’s music was 
distorted by this operation, are Francis Davis, 
‘Decontextualisin’ the Bird’, in Francis Davis, 


“Outcats” (Oxford University Press, 1990); 
and Joseph Chonto, Foul Play in Birdland’, 
Modern Keyboard, March 1989. 

8. For a summary of the debate, with opin- 
jons pro and contra from critics Gary Gidains 
and Peter Watrous and producers Orrin 
Keepnews and Steve Backer, plusa discussion 
of the various noise reduction systems used, 
see Jefferson Graham, “Old jazz, new bot- 
tles”, Musician no.131, September 1989. 

9. If we are to believe Bernie Grundman and 
Bob Ludwig, mastering engineers, the vinyl 
record is still technologically superior to the 
CD when played on high class hi-fi equip- 
ment. SeeAlan di Perna, “Two masters of their 
craft share secrets, Musician no. 144, Octo- 
ber 1990. 
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10. I'd like to point out, as anot so common 
example, the review by Vic Garbarini of the 
remix of ‘The Layla sessions: 20th Anniversary 
Edition” by Derek and the Dominoes, in Play- 
boy, US ed., April 1991, where the critic 
correctly spots in the extreme digital separa- 
tion of the guitars and the shifting of the 
drums further toward the back a misunder- 
standing of the record as a picture of music 
played in a physical space. 

11. Fortheaspects conceming the expressive 
function of the mixing stage, see Michael 
Gerzon, ‘A Question of Balance: a critical look 
at the mixdown process’, Re Records Quar- 
terly Vol.2 No.2. 

12. Jock Baird, “Roger Nichols: Dan to dig- 
ital,” Musician no.67, May 1984. 





This note was originally written for Giuseppe 
Colli when he was preparing the above article 
for publication in the Italian magazine 
“Musiche”. In fact I prepared two notes, one 
specific (about the Henry Cow remixes) and 
one general. Reprinted here is the general part, 
which I hope can be taken as a second voice in 
the conversation begun by Guiseppe. It will be 
apparent that this note was written not know- 
ing what Giuseppe’s article would contain, 
therefore there are occasional overlaps, which 
I hope will be forgiven. 


All “originals” are already palimpsests, 
reworkings and revisions - it is only 
that “works-in progress”, sketches 
and versions under revision don’t 
usually see the light of day, and so 
“don’t exist” for the consuming pub- 
lic. However I see no reason not to 
return to a theme or even an existing 
work (like a recording) and revise it 
in the light of new thinking or new 
productive possibilities (more malle- 
able technologies or materials for 
instance). The public may feel differ- 
ently - and once public, a work is as 
much its consumer’s as its producer’s 
property. Here’s the confusion. To 
discuss the merits and demerits of 
remixing is to discuss different judge- 
ments and therefore to discuss “rights” 
of ownership. Often such judge- 
ments centre on two quite separate 
issues: 1) the question of historical 
accuracy: is this an accurate trace of 
what “actually” happened “then”?; 
2) the question of artistic integrity: of 
the essence of the work itself and its 
raison d’etre. The first (historical accu- 
racy) is not as straightforward as it 
may seem, for instance: to be consist- 
ent, it shouldn’t accept the reissue of 
an LP on CD format, the grain of the 
sound being so noticeably different. 
And how are we to appraise the 
quality of reproduction in general? 
Dave Clark’s ’60s hit “Glad All Over” 
surely sounded different from the 
minute it was released, when played 
on an old Dansette, the radio or the 
most expensive contemporary hi-fi 
system; not to speak of how the same 
record sounds on today’s best audio 
equipment. What is historical accu- 
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racy here? In fact all recordings at all 
times sound radically different on 
different playback systems and in 
different acoustic environments (ac- 
cording to space, surface, furnish- 
ings, shape), while psychoogical and 
subjective differences in listenings by 
one person at different times, in 
different moods and places, or be- 
tween different people are of a mul- 
tiplicity and complexity that place 
them beyond discussion. All these 
variables make discussion about 
“original” conditions problematical. 
If we look at the mix made at the 
time of recording, which fixed the 
“original” in its first publicly avail- 
able form, we can only say that it was 
made by certain people in a certain 
physical and psychological state, at a 
certain time, in a certain recording 
studio with certain equipment and 
acoustics: conditions, in other words, 
that are unreproduceable. It was 
made, if my experience can be pro- 
jected onto others, for an imaginary 
listener, an abstract idea of the best 
possible result, to achieve a feeling of 
satisfaction or completion, in other 
words, all else cleared away, for 
oneself in various projections. At 
every stage, uncertainty about an 
original, certainly a recuperable origi- 
nal, presents itself, so that it is neces- 
sary to compromise, to draw arbi- 
trary lines in order to make any 
statement about what an original is. 
With a recording some may draw 
the line at a pressing, others may 
insist on going further and playing 
the record on equipment compatible 
with its age, others still would go 
back to the master tape to “hear what 
the artists heard”... and beyond this 
the questions become philosophical. 


Leaving the historical question aside 
and looking at the question of artistic 
integrity, I would, as an artist, always 
reserve the right to rework, replay, 


“remix, anything that I felt was in 


some way “mine”, so long as I felt I 
hadn’t yet finished with it. If for 
instance, in the case of “In Praise of 
Learning”, the whole group had got 
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together to remix (as the whole 
group mixed the original), the end 
result would surely have sounded 
different from Tim and Fred’s remix, 
and would have expressed some- 
thing different too. Fred and Tim 
made, one could say, their version, 
their listening (constrained of course 
by what was on the tape) and did so 
as composers (a role Henry Cow 
never privileged in cases of dispute 
over mixes). The result therefore is a 
more personal and less collective 
version of the music of a group 
whose work was marked by its high 
degree of collectivity, conflict and 
consensus. It is, in other words, as 
much a social as it is a musical revision. 
I could also do “my” mix, you 
“yours” and Virgin Records “theirs”, 
which is of course exactly what does 
happen to many groups. Take for 
instance the last Pere Ubu record I 
worked on: the “original” mix was 
made by the group itself (and Paul 
Hamann, Ubu’s longtime engineer) 
at the same time that we made the 
recordings out at SUMA. Phongram 
were not satisfied with the result and 
gave various songs to various pro- 
ducers to remix, with the group out 
of the way. Some tracks they still 
didn’t like and these were re-re- 
corded under the supervision of 
Simon Hague, who rearranged, 
reinstrumented and directed them, as 
well as replacing parts with sampled 
parts, remaking drum patterns from 
samples, and so on: effectively re- 
writing the songs and then making 
his own mixes. Some of the final 
versions (which for the public were 
the “original” mixes) had nothing of 
the original recording left, never 
mind the original mix or song con- 
ception.' Another example: take the 
News From Babel “Letters Home” 
recordings. Some of these were first 
made with different singers from 
those who appear on the final LP 
version. Is the original the one that 
was released to the public? I’m sure 
an archivist in 2009 stumbling across 
an old cassette mix or track sheet 
would “discover” that the song had 


originally been sung by... 

Perhaps we can deduce that, in 
general, what is usually meant by 
original is that version privileged by 
having been first released to the 
public. 

This means that posible revisions 
are stopped by a decision that one 
version is “finished”. May not at 
least the artists reopen that case? 


I think it matters therefore who 
remixes, and why. I’m sure many 
would prefer a new version some- 
how to stand as well as an earlier 
(“original”) version, so that choice is 
possible, be it for reasons of per- 
ceived.quality, nostalgia or whatever 
(though I have to say I would be 
happy never again to see the first 
published version of my book; as I’m 
sure many painters, poets, novelists, 
compsers and all such would be 
happy to destroy what they consid- 
ered to be unsuccessful “early 
sketches” of their works). Different 
interests have to be satisfied. 


Each version has its value, but has its 
value as a different thing: the version 
first released, Tim’s version, Hague’s 
version, John Oswald’s version, the 
remastered CD version, the “redis- 
covered” earlier or later unreleased 
version (for instance there are at least 
four available recordings of Magma’s 
“Mekanik Destriktiw Kommandoh”, 
all excellent, different and illuminat- 
ing, not least when taken together). 


Does an artist have a right to suppress 
things he or she doesn’t want made 
public, or merely the opportunity to 
not present it? Once presented isn’t it 
in the public domain and anybody’s 
to have an opinion about?? Can 
either party claim priority of jurisdic- 
tion over it? Shouldn’t anyone have 
the right to remake or revise their 
own work if they want to, and 
shouldn’t the public be able to prefer 
an earlier or new version (or not care 
about either)? In the domain of mass 
products and recording technology 
does it even make sense to insist on 
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an “original” or to deny musicians 
the opportunity to register time pass- 
ing, or ideas and technical possibili- 
ties changing? So far as I am con- 
cerned as a musician, it is possible to 
remix and therefore an option which 
could be sometimes profoundly wel- 
come; as a listener I want the oppor- 
tunity to unearth and compare and 
have an opinion about whatever I or 
anyone else can get hold of in the 
fields that interest me. I think both 
positions at once are defensible; ei- 
ther one or the other alone morally 
problematic, and practically unwork- 
able. 


London, May 1991 


1. Indeed there were “party mixes” that 
didn’t even have the group on them at 
all, only samples of David Thomas’s 
voice (“Love, love, love”, UBUCD33 
Fontana 1989). 

2. And I accept that argument which 
gives license to other people’s productive 
access to a work - as John Oswald and 
Negativland argue elsewhere in this is- 
sue. 








Strictly speaking, “Folie/Culture” is 
not music. That should help clarify- 
ing the project. Music is probably the 
closest thing to silence that we know. 
Music is used to bring down the 
variation level in sounds, to bring 
down the differences, so that we can 
relate one sound to another, guess 
some kind of order, of time organi- 
sation between sound events, so that 
we can build relations between dis- 
creet parts of the sound flow. Music 
selects and organises some specific 
and limited types of sounds, some 
limited time variations in the order of 
appearance of the chosen events, so 
that we can more or less easily feel or 
understand a structure, a presence, a 
form instead of chaos. Music is used 
to turn down the environment sounds, 
silencing the noise and replacing it by 
something relatively simpler, some- 
thing that we can understand and, 
hopefully, enjoy. The strongest ex- 
ample of the generalisation of this 
use of music is probably the now 
international gesture of people putting 
on their “Walkman” in public areas: 
public space is so overloaded with 
sounds - organised and disorganised 
- that people seek escape. And they 
find it in music as silence. In music as 
a thing to silence the world down. 





But sometimes, we happen to find 
evasive structures in the sounds that 
simply come in by the windows, 
from the streets. Sometimes the 
sounds get together for a couple of 
minutes and then go weird, some- 
times they parade one after the other 
in the kitchen very slowly, very 
gracefully, sometimes they just blast 
everything out of importance... and 
often, if not most of the time, I feel 
that it would take just a little help, a 
little element here and there to link 
them one to the other, to make all 
this sound mess understandable, 
listenable, enjoyable. 


So this is why I did “Folie/Culture”. 
It is probably not music. Because it is 
much too loosely knitted to be used 
as a silencing thing. And the struc- 
ture is not strong enough to win a 
battle against the chaos of urban 
sound, to get us to tap our feet to 
forget the noise. It is a half-empty 
structure to put our environment 
sounds in, a kind of glue to link parts 
of our daily sounds together into a 
whole thing. Something like a puzzle 
with half the pieces in the box, and 
the other half to be found in our own 
house. Something like a little box 
with compartments to collect rocks 


“Polie/Culture” is a CD work by Jocelyn 


Robert. Catalogue ummnber ReR JORCD, 


available from ReR Megacorp. 
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in our own sound garden. 


“Folie/Culture” is halfa sound work, 
and I tried to have it fit on this other 
half-structure of sounds that come by 
the windows every day. This is why 
it should not be listened to as if it 
were music. Because it cannot si- 
lence noises. And it should not be 
listened to as ambiant musak. Be- 
cause it is too close to ambiant noise 
to sweeten it, it would add to it 
instead. 


I would rather hope that it works like 
a kind of sound microscope, helping 
us ear sound links in our world that 
we usually think are too small or too 
loosely structured to be listened to. 
Or like these graphic games in kids 
books made from points and num- 
bers, when a line has been drawn 
from one point to the other to show 
the picture. Or like a frame that we 
would hold with arms extended, 
transforming each place we used to 
look at or listen to into a new, 
comprehensible world. 


So, please, open the windows and 
listen to it all. 












CAM, LEGuMAcION, 
POSt-MODETM MUSIC POLICY 


The Institut de Recherche et de Coordi- 
nation Acoustique/Musique (IRCAM) 
is the computer music research institute di- 
rected by Pierre Boulez which opened in 1977 
(then as the music wing of the Centre Georges 
Pompidou). 


The era of post-modernism has pro- 
duced acrisisin the traditional proc- 
esses of aesthetic legitimation. Aes- 
thetically, post-modernism is often 
associated with the loss of a sense of 
historical certainty, with aesthetic 
exploration and pastiche of earlier 
forms, with the influence of “other”, 
including non- western and popu- 
lar, cultures, and so with greater 
pluralism and populism. This situa- 
tion creates problems for the insti- 
tutions that undertake the process 
of legitimation of musical and artis- 
tic works, whose task has been to 
judge between different musics in 
order to dispense financial subsidy 
or support. In Europe, and until 
recently, the majority of these subsi- 
dising institutions have been goy- 
ernmental (“public” or “state”), 
while in the United States they have 
been both private corporate and 
governmental (e.g., the National 
Endowment for the Arts). Although 
the dispensing of financial subsidy 
to the arts has always been intimately 
bound to judgments of aesthetic 
value, in Europe - given the state’s 
central role in cultural subsidy - it is 
particularly apt to speak of this dou- 
ble process of judgment/legitima- 
tion and financial provision as a 
form of policy: private cultural sub- 
sidy, so that we can also consider the 
aggregate of American corporate 
and private cultural subsidy as Ameri- 
ca’s form of cultural policy. 

The whole financial and institu- 
tional apparatus of cultural subsidy 
is dependent upon a discourse that 
purports to separate out works of 
“timeless” historical value from those 
whose worth is “ephemeral” and lim- 
ited to the present; and this distinc- 
tion has, of course, been closely 
linked with that between high art or 
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high culture as opposed to popular 
or mass culture. Thus the apparatus 
of subsidy is itself based upon an 
often unconscious desire to assert 
high culture’s absolute difference 
from “low” or popular culture, as a 
few writers have recently pointed 
out.! Moreover, this anxious (and 
defensive) assertion of difference 
has served throughout this century 
as a fundamental component of 
modernism - the artistic discourse 
that became increasingly dominant 
-while at the same time, the institu- 
tions of cultural subsidy, legitima- 
tion and canonization have become 
mature and entrenched. Post-mod- 
ern pluralism and loss of aesthetic 
certainty, then, not only question 
the absolute distinctions that were 
the basis of cultural legitimation dur- 
ing the modernist era, but may also, 
in turn, undermine and unsettle 
the institutions of cultural subsidy 
and policy that have been founded 
upon that discourse. 

Are cultural subsidy and policy 
therefore irrelevant or even obstruc- 
tive to the post-modern present? 
Certainly, in Britain the government 
is determinedly cutting away at the 
roots of state cultural subsidy, en- 
joining the arts to get tough and 
face the naked truth of the judg- 
ment of the market place, in line 
with its general free market ideol- 
ogy; and so “cultural policy” appears 
to wither away. (Of course, this anti- 
statist approach is just as much a 
form of policy.) While in France, 
state cultural policy and subsidy re- 
main strong, and since the Social- 
ists’ advent to power in 1981 stronger 
than ever. What appears there as a 
“directed cultural pluralism” is popu- 
list in intent, but is in fact still prima- 
rily consumed by the cultured mid- 
dle classes? and didactic while pre- 
tending not to be. The proliferation 
of museums for every aspect of cul- 
tural life, and their unrelentingly 
scientistic approach, are sure signs 
of this.» Thus the ideology of “plu- 
ralism” conceals a still centralised, 
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didactic and elitist cultural policy, 
nowhere better exemplified than by 
IRCAM - the jewel of French con- 
temporary music policy. 

IRCAM commands vast state re- 
sources (approximately 30 million 
francs a year subsidy from 1982-85). 
It has an extremely high profile na- 
tionally and internationally, with a 
glittering reputation; but it has also 
attracted some notoriety. In two re- 
lated ways IRCAM can be seen as an 
extreme, if unprecedented, expres- 
sion of musical modernism. First, in 
the scale of public resources that it 
commands - its existence as “official 
music culture”. Second, in the char- 
acter of its discourse which centres, 
in terms of reproduction, on foster- 
ing and extending Boulez’s canon 
of high European musical modern- 
ism and, in terms of its production 
of new music and knowledge, on 
bringing science and (primarily 
high) technology into alignment 
with new music. IRCAM is involved 
both in applied technology - the 
production of prototype technol- 
ogy (hardware and software) for 
sound synthesis and compositional 
control; and in pure acoustic, 
psychoacoustic and what is called 
music research. Its most ambitious 
work is in the application of cogni- 
tive science, psychology, and artifi- 
cial intelligence to music. 

In the remainder of this essay, 
drawing from my own research on 
the Institute, I want to discuss the 
question of musical legitimation in 
relation to IRCAM; and then to ex- 
plore this more widely in relation to 
potential directions for music policy 
and subsidy in the post-modern 
world. 


What is “musical legitimation” 
about? Simply, it is the concern to 
provide authoritative extra-musical 
justifications, an armory of extra- 
musical purposes, for music. Most 
musics are accompanied by some 
form of indigenous music theory, 
often in the form of fields of meta- 


phor, through which a culture - or 
the “musical experts” of that culture 
- attempt to describe, discuss, ra- 
tionalise the experience of musical 
sound. Since musical sound is an 
aural abstraction, this “translation” 
of the experience into verbalised 
and/or literate form (which is actu- 
ally a transformation) is a common 
and perhaps necessary communica- 
tive function. But the content of this 
“music theory”, and how and by 
whom it is controlled and distrib- 
uted, raises crucial social and cul- 
tural questions to do with power, 
mystification and ideology. As 
Foucault has argued, “knowledge” 
always embodies an underlying struc- 
ture of power;* and Attali, for exam- 
ple, has outlined the particular forms 
of power embodied by certain domi- 
nant, historical music cultures.® The 
legitimation of music by the produc- 
tion of an accompanying discourse 
or music theory, then, is far from 
new, nor is it unique to western 
culture. 

But in the modernist period, fol- 
lowing the late romantic crisis of 
tonality and of realist representa- 
tion, composers and artists met their 
sense of need for new musical and 
artistic systems by foregrounding 
theory, and by drawing upon sci- 
ence and technology to provide the 
theoretical and conceptual bases of 
such new systems. They sought in- 
creasingly authoritative extra-musi- 
cal forms of legitimation: through 
the production of sophisticated 
theory, and through drawing for 
the content of that theory on scien- 
tific discourse - itself an esoteric and 
highly legitimate form of discourse 
at the heart of modernist notions of 
historical progress and of the “search 
for truth”. Thus in the modernist 
period, the desire for artistic legiti- 
mation becomes intensified to an 
unprecedented degree, and its con- 
tent becomes centered on the con- 
struction of discursive links to sci- 
ence and technology. 

Returning to IRCAM, it is clear 
that its discourse and that of Boulez 
- a discourse founded on 
theoreticism, scientism and a con- 
cern with technology, new media, 
and new sound materials - is charac- 
teristic of modernist strategies for 


legitimation. IRCAM’s discourse, 
and its centralised and privileged 
institutional form, are imbued also 
with a sense of historical priority 
and centrality: the sense that “his- 
torical progressis being made here”. 
Indeed IRCAM’s institutional form 
presupposes, demands that the in- 
stitute ideologically construct itself 
so, or its subsidy and privilege could 
not be justified. Boulez’s founding 
vision of IRCAM describes its pur- 
pose in just these terms: he sees its 
role as a vanguard oriented to the 
future, doing work of long-term 
value, disdaining the short-term dic- 
tates of commerce.® 

IRCAM’s ideology and power 
cannot be understood in isolation 
from Boulez’s own history. Boulez’s 
career has been a model in the con- 
struction of charismatic artistic lead- 
ership. From his student days he has 
used many strategies - controversial 
polemic and political stances, rhe- 
torical and theoretical persuasion, 
seeking the patronage of the power- 
ful, making bridges to other intel- 
lectual and artistic fields, creating 
national and international alliances 
thatare played offagainst each other 
-to increase his visibility and audibil- 
ity. Above all, it is through a combi- 
nation of both composition - i.e. 
origination - and writing, teaching, 
theorising, performing - i.e. repro- 
duction - that he has sought to con- 
trol contemporary musical dis- 
course: a strategy more broadly char- 
acteristic of modernism, as in the 
example of Schoenberg. But it is 
Wagner with whom Boulez is most 
often - and cultishly - compared, for 
breadth and profundity of musical 
vision, and for a concern with the 
totality of musical life. The mythici- 
sation of Boulez as culture hero has 
rubbed off onto IRCAM, so vicari- 
ously endowing it with great impor- 
tance. 

Given all this, it is hard to draw 
up a realistic balance sheet for 
IRCAM; and indeed its vanguardist 
ideology apparently makes irrel- 
evant, and so seeks to evade, any 
question of evaluation in the present. 
There is, then, a teleology inherent 
to modernist and avant garde legiti- 
mation, about which it can only be 
noted, wryly, that not all art pro- 


53 


duced under the banner of being 
“oriented to the future” is guaran- 
teed to be of future value - and self- 
conscious vanguardism, scientism 
and so on have never been absolute 
or necessary preconditions of great 
music. Further, the scientism of 
IRCAM discourse tends to repro- 
duce the category error or confu- 
sion whereby questions of musical 
beautyand aesthetic success become 
transmuted into those of scientific 
truth and technological operability 
or functionality. This may seem a 
poor trade-off: surely “truth” is a 
more difficult goal than musical suc- 
cess. But in fact it indicates starkly 
the topsy- turvy and aesthetically 
bankrupt character of modernist 
cosmology, in which scientific and 
technological validation threaten to 
become displacements of the deeper 
problem of musical and aesthetic 
innovation. 


If we persist in trying to evaluate 
IRCAM'’s output over its first dec- 
ade, and to look to this to legitimise 
its privileged existence, the picture 
is not too bright. Overall, IRCAM’s 
musical, scientific and technologi- 
cal products have not yet made ma- 
jor, sustained contributions to their 
fields. It is a peculiar truth that 
IRCAM does not support its pure 
research well, so that its acoustic 
and psychoacoustic work is often 
done by visiting researchers or those 
employed in other capacities. Ex- 
cept for individual odd contribu- 
tions, then, this area has not yet 
proven very fruitful. IRCAM’s tech- 
nological results have fared un- 
evenly. Its main prototype hardware, 
the 4X machine - renowned for a 
short while as the most powerful 
realtime digital synthesiser in the 
world - despite taking up a majority 
of IRCAM’s resources forsome years, 
has for various reasons failed to be 
industrialised sufficiently to enable 
its wider distribution among the 
computer music fraternity; it re- 
mains primarily an IRCAM “tool”. 
IRCAM’s A.I. influenced software 
has fared better: the Chantsynthesis 
program has been distributed 
among several major computer 
music centres, and with its sister 
program Formes- for high level con- 











trol of musical structure - Chant has 
been written to run on both large 
and small machines, such as the 
Apple MacIntosh. Musically, a small 
number of pieces by Jonathan 
Harvey, York Holler, and Jean- 
Baptiste Barriere, and above all 
Boulez’s own Repons, are commonly 
cited as major IRCAM successes. 
Boulez himself is reported to ad- 
mire only a few such pieces. Yet the 
American reception for Repons in 
1985 was lukewarm; while sceptics 
from the wider computer music field 
have been known to doubt whether 
several of these pieces really exploit 
the full potential of the high scien- 
tificand technological resources that 
is is claimed went into their making. 
Even, or especially, the quality of 
IRCAM’s musical output is there- 
fore yet to be established. 

More interesting are the wide- 
spread internal doubts and contra- 
dictions that I found within IRCAM 
culture: disinterest in and even dis- 
like of much of IRCAM music, com- 
posers continually dismissing each 
others’ work, harsh technological 
criticisms between rival projects, 
researchers doubting the uses that 
others claimed to be making of their 
work, gaps between people’s formal 
and informal selves. These are sig- 
nal aesthetic and discursive uncer- 
tainties that crack the apparently 
unassailable surface confidence of 
IRCAM’s scientistic and vanguard 
modernism. 

In the light of the above it would 
be possible now to criticise IRCAM 
in terms of its scientific and musical 
output to date, and so to question its 
legitimation. But this would be to 
accept at least some of IRCAM’s 
own discursive terms. Instead, I want 
to step outside them and to make 
two further observations on this form 
of legitimation. First, IRCAM’s 
scientistic and technological musi- 
cal modernism might be seen as a 
cultural mutation ofa phenomenon 
analysed by Habermas’: the increas- 
ing collusion between science and 
technology since the War and their 
use, under an ideology of tecnocratic 
problem-solving, in the manage- 
ment of civil affairs so as to prevent 
social crisis and avoid politicised 
public awareness. In a sense, the 


turn to science and technology in 
the modernist arts functions simi- 
larly to avoid the perception of 
deeper aesthetic and political prob- 
lems, and subsumes aesthetic prob- 
lems beneath a technocratic con- 
sciousness. 

However, mysecond observation, 
suggested by Lyotard’s analysis of 
the post-modern condition,’ con- 
cerns a possible shift in IRCAM’s 
conditions of existence which might 
become problematic for the insti- 
tute. According to Lyotard, the 
presentperiod is witnessing a change 
in the dominant form of legitima- 
tion of knowledge: from the mod- 
ernist notion ofa progressive search 
for universal truth in the service of 
emancipation, to the post- modern 
concept of “performativity” - an em- 
phasises on performance, utility, re- 
sults, with the goal of attaining the 
best possible input-output equation. 
If Lyotard is right, then IRCAM’s 
endless deferral of evaluation 
through appeal to avant garde fu- 
turism will falter and its whole modus 
vivendi may be called into question. 
Aspects of its relations with the 
French state already hint at such a 
tension, and at increased demands 
for immediate results: larger audi- 
ences and greater public success, 
better relations with industry, and 
so on. 

Interestingly, the main extant 
criticisms of IRCAM in the French 
public sphere take the form of a 
sociological critique that is then 
linked to the aesthetic. IRCAM tends 
to be attacked for its monolithic 
institutional form, for its virtual 
monopoly of state contemporary 
music funds and so its monopolistic 
privilege, and for the dominance of 
one musical personality- Boulez. All 
of this, itis claimed, predisposes the 
institute to a singular, “directed” 
aesthetic: to aesthetic monopoly. 
This linking of the sociological and 
the aesthetic is another key strand 
of post-modern cultural theory, and 
it is this that I now want to pursue 
briefly in relation to alternative vi- 
sions of cultural policy. 


If we reject the scientistic, techno- 
logical and vanguardist discourse of 
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this area of contemporary music, 
and its aesthetic and institutional 
forms, what other models do we 
have fora post-modern music policy, 
and what alternative forms of legiti- 
mation might they involve? There 
are two other common proposals 
for post-modern cultural policy. 
First, aesthetic pluralism: support to 
encourage aesthetic experimentand 
diversity within different extant gen- 
res, musics that have hitherto lacked 
the legitimate authority to claim 
subsidy - for example, jazz, rock, 
pop, ethnic, improvised musics. In 
Britain this kind of music policy was 
favoured, for example, by the inno- 
vative Greater London Council dur- 
ing its brief period of cultural radi- 
calism in the early 1980s before be- 
ing abolished by the Thatcher gov- 
ernment. The GLC supported the 
setting up of popular music centres 
and alternative circuits for distribu- 
tion in order to break down the 
monopolistic hold of the leisure 
multinationals. In France, the re- 
gime of Socialist music minister 
Maurice Fleuretalso gestured atsuch 
a policy in the early 1980s; but on 
closer scrutiny, the funds given to 
popular musics were minimal com- 
pared with those being fed toTIRCAM 
and the like. 

This kind of policy to encourage 
a “regulated aesthetic diversity” is 
itself linked to the second common 
post-modern proposal: that of sup- 
portfor newsocial formsand sources 
of culture, to encourage the pro- 
duction and distribution of music 
by women, blacks, ethnic and sexual 
minorities. Again, thisapproach was 
characteristic of GLC cultural policy, 
although it has not found great sup- 
portin Socialist France. Clearly, new 
social roots and forms of cultural 
production will be likely to generate 
new aesthetic forms, greater diver- 
sity; and also, according to some, a 
newly politicised post-modern artis- 
tic avant garde, one rooted in the 
new social movements of feminism, 
anti-racism and gay rights. These 
are complex issues, and such policy 
initiatives reflectcultural activity that 
iscurrently developing, and will con- 
tinue to, subsidised or not. How- 
ever, [want to end by airing a couple 
of critical issues in relation to these 


“solutions” that are sometimes over- 
looked. 


First, neither the commitment to 
support hitherto “illegitimate” 
(popular) musics, nor musics from 
new and hitherto “unheard” social 
and cultural sources, can obviate 
the need (also) for specifically mu- 
sical-aesthetic judgments of musics 
so produced. In the end, whatever 
the genre and whoever the produc- 
ers, there remain (different) aes- 
thetic criteria that need consciously 
to evolve through open critical de- 
bate and musical interplay. Too of- 
ten when artwork is being produced 
under these pluralist and politicised 
post-modern conditions there can 
arise a sense of repression of the 
potential for, and reality of, aes- 
thetic dissent and conflict. Such a 
productive and important conflict 
occurred within British feminism, 
for example, around the work of 
feminist artist Mary Kelly in regard 
to the psychoanalytic theory inform- 
ing her work and its artistic results. 
The debate concerned whether 
these were successful or resulted in 
mystifying an elitist art that would 
alienate the majority feminist audi- 
ence, despite common political 
aims.’ But such debate within femi- 
nist art practice is, atleast in Britain, 
quite rare. 

Thus in the end, these musical 
and aesthetic judgments must be 
made, not evaded through recourse 
to universalising scientism, 
theoreticism, reification of technol- 
ogy and associated domains of knowl- 
edge (as in IRCAM’s mileu), or by 


recourse to a self- righteous 
sociologism or a kind of sociologi- 
cal-political legitimation that equally 
evades specifically musical questions. 
Itis through a sensitivity to the over- 
production of legitimating dis- 
courses - of whatever kind - and to 
their particular discursive and insti- 
tutional character that we can be- 
come more historically conscious of 
the legitimating strategies going on 
around different musics, and that 
seek to overdetermine their cultural 
and social power. 
Musical-aestheticjudgmentis not 
easy; our problem has been that we 
seek either to hive it off to those 
experts propounding a legitimizing 
metanarrative of historical progress, 
or to slough off the problem ofjudg- 
ment through recourse to the ap- 
parently “transparent”, irreproach- 
able immediacy of the market and 
its illusory “reflection” of taste. Both 
strategies of elitism and “populism” 
bring illusory relief from the stress 
of aesthetic responsibility. Instead, 
for a post-modern music policy, aes- 
thetic judgment might be made by 
attempting to create a social organi- 
sation for policy-making that mod- 
els as closely as possible the contem- 
porary aesthetic process itself: a di- 
verse, plural and volatile setofgenre- 
specific panels, made up of elected 
musical “experts” from those gen- 
res; but changing, evolving, and 
above all interrelating, shifting the 
boundaries - so attempting to emu- 
late the promiscuous and produc- 
tive, syncretic history of much musi- 
cal-aesthetic innovation. 
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SELF-MADE MEN 


This article is extracted from a longer 
paper which set out to identify the internal 
culture and configuration (i.e. structure) of 
the Virgin Group, and to determine 
whether, and how, both of these aspects 
might be modified to enable the Group 
better to address its external environment. 

In this context the culture of the 
organisation may be defined as “the 
way we do things around here”. 

I have included here the first three 
section of the paper (unedited), since they 
provide interesting background to chang- 
ing perceptions of Virgin over the past two 
decades. 
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Introduction 

In 1970 Richard Branson was oper- 
ating “Student” magazine from the 
basement of a four storey house just 
off the Bayswater Road: “I’m Rich- 
ard Branson, I’m eighteen and I run 
a magazine that’s doing something 
really useful for young people...”. In 
November 1986 The Virgin Group 
Plc, turnover £189 million, was 
launched on the stock market; shares 
were three times oversubscribed. The 
Daily Mail asked (5/11/86), “Would 
you buy shares in a one man band, 
headed by a middle-aged hippy who 
lives on a houseboat and dabbles in 
powerboat racing, airlines and rock 
music?” 

This report is an attempt to iden- 
tify and then evaluate the corporate 
culture and organisational structure 
of the Virgin Group. This analysis 
will involve a recognition that the 
means that Virgin have used to achieve 
their ends to date are indeed unor- 
thodox, although the question of 
whether Virgin really is “an excep- 
tion to the rule” is more difficult to 
answer. 

It must be emphasised that this 
study is not concerned directly with 
either marketing, strategic or finan- 
cial decisions, except insofar as they 
impinge upon the fundamental ob- 
jective of the study. 

Inevitably the spectre of Richard 
Branson dominates this discussion. 


Virgin 
Stephen Rickard 


To the general public he and Virgin 
are regarded as synonymous. Clearly 
Branson is a key element in the 
structure and success of Virgin; but is 
he the key? For example does Virgin 
operate under a tight “system” cul- 
ture, with Branson providing the 
appropriately casual PR image as 
merely icing on the cake? Or does the 
“media” Branson equate with the 
“real” Virgin: a company relaxed 
and informal through and through? 

Section two of this report pro- 
vides a brief overview of the history 
of the Virgin Group. In the case of 
Virgin, more than for most compa- 
nies, this history has been a major 
determinant of the Group’s present 
operating style. It is not possible to 
provide within the constraints of this 
report a useful comprehensive or 
“objective” summary of the nineteen 
year existence of such a fast-moving 
company as Virgin. Hence this sec- 
tion concentrates on those aspects 
which bring out the salient issues 
which we have identified. 

The section also attempts to draw 
out the rationale behind the compa- 
ny’s ventures and any common traits 
that can be highlighted as fundamen- 
tal to the Group’s organisational de- 
velopment. 

Section three builds upon the 
previous section by identifying the 
key issues within Virgin relating to 
the organisation’s culture. These in- 
clude: 

- Richard Branson 

- the organisational culture 

- the psychological contract 

- flotation. 


2 
The Development of Virgin 


“Branson, I predict that you will 
either go to prison or become a 
millionaire.” 

Headmaster of Stowe, on Branson’s leav- 
ing in 1967 


Student: Richard Branson left Stowe 
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public school in the summer of 1967; 
in January 1968, together with his 
school friend Nik Powell, he launched 
“Student” magazine. 

Despite the climate of radical 
politics, student unrest and the “sum- 
mer of love”, “Student” was not a 
radical magazine; thanks were given 
in the first issue to Marjorie Proops, 
Peter Scott, Edward Heath and 
William Rees Mogg. Fond memo- 
ries of Branson in his youth having 
been a radical hippie are simply not 
true. He was to prove to be radical, 
only in his entrepreneurial style. 


Virgin Mail Order The name Virgin 
first appeared when “Student” found 
itself in severe financial straights. It 
was, legend has it, Branson who 
thought of the idea of selling cut- 
price records by mail order. Why 
Virgin? “Because,” says Branson, “we 
were novices in business.” 

The first advertisement for Vir- 
gin’s mail order operation appeared 
in what proved to be the last issue of 
“Student” magazine. The mail order 
service proved to be extraordinarily 
successful, and provided the first sign 
of what became a trademark of Vir- 
gin’s style of operation: when in 
financial difficulties, expand out of 
trouble. 

“(N]or was it calculation as to 
how best to exploit the burgeoning 
‘youth market’ which accounted for 
Virgin’s initial direction. It was much 
more random than that, dictated not 
by grand design but by the impera- 
tives of survival: the mail-order busi- 
ness had grown out of the require- 
ment to raise money for “Student” - 
and subsequently eclipsed it” (Mick 
Brown, Richard Branson, The Inside 
Story, p.59). 

It was at this time that Simon 
Draper, Branson’s second cousin, 
joined Virgin. Brought up in Cape 
Town, South Africa, he became the 
“ears” of Virgin, most able to under- 
stand the music that Virgin sold. He 
is now Managing Director of Virgin 
Records. 








Virgin Shops : In January 1971 the 
Post Office workers in the UK went 
on all-out strike, effectively paralys- 
ing Virgin’s operations. Branson’s 
response was instant - Virgin would 
open a shop. Two weeks after the 
original idea, the first shop was opened 
in Oxford Street; pop music and 
middle-of-the-road records were not 
stocked. 

Over the next two years Branson 
set up a Virgin-owned recording 
studio, called “The Manor”, in a 
17th Century manor in Oxfordshire, 
and opened a second shop in Liver- 
pool. However, escalating costs and 
low margins on mail-order sales 
proved expensive, and the company 
found itself £60,000 in debt. 

The first solution adopted by 
Branson was to perpetrate a series of 
VAT frauds in early 1971, which 
were unfortunately discovered by 
HM Customs and Excise. Narrowly 
avoiding prison (although spending a 
night in police cells), Branson was 
faced with a £53,000 fine, on top of 
the company debt. 

Branson and Nik Powell (a key 
player in Virgin at this stage) re- 
sponded to this crisis by embarking 
on a policy of opening shops - “as 
many as possible, as fast as possible” 
(MB, p.75). Fifteen shops were 
opened in the next two years, borne 
not of careful planning but of des- 
peration. 


Virgin Records: Mike Oldfield’s “Tu- 
bular Bells” was the first record 
released on Virgin’s record label - in 
May 1973. After many refusals from 
other record companies, on the 
grounds that his music was uncom- 
mercial and too much of a risk, 
Oldfield became a fixture at the 
familial atmosphere of the Manor, 
where he rerecorded his album for 
release. 

The record was critically very 
well received, most critics being un- 
able to “classify” the music at all. 
This proved to be the first acknowl- 
edgment by the orthodox businesses 
of the day that Virgin were indeed 
“on to something” - tapping a youth 
subculture that had until then been 
almost completely ignored. 

Whilst it would be easy to credit 


Branson with having effectively iden- 
tified and targeted this market, the 
truth is almost certainly less impres- 
sive: Virgin sold records to their 
peers. Certainly up to about 1975 
Virgin were genuinely part of the 
subculture to which they sold their 
records. The only exception to this 
rule appears to have been Branson 
himself, who by common consent 
knew very little about the music that 
his company sold. 


Consolidation: The period from 1973 
to 1977 saw substantial consolidation 
and growth of the company. Tubular 
Bells was followed by a substantial 
catalogue of other album releases, 
much of the music being throroughly 
“uncommercial”. 

The mail order service was closed 
down in 1974, and Virgin diversified 
around its core business, opening a 
concert booking agency and an art- 
ists’ management company (both of 
which were eventually closed down) 
and a music publishing company - 
which proved to be very successful. 
However, the record label turned 
out to be the principal source of 
income. 


The Sex Pistols: By 1977 Virgin were 
becoming out of tune with their 
marketplace. New recording artists 
were proving difficult to capture, and 
the label was attracting a reputation 
of being old-fashioned and out of 
date. This was reinforced by the 
arrival of the “new wave” in 1976- 
77, particularly The Sex Pistols. 

Simon Draper, on first hearing 
The Sex Pistols, thought them “an 
indescribable noise”, a sentiment with 
which the unmusical Branson was 
not prepared to disagree. However, 
following many public controversies 
involving the group, and on hearing 
of their £125,000 compensation fol- 
lowing EMI and A&M’s termination 
of their contracts owing to their 
offensive public image, Branson de- 
cided that the group made sound 
commercial sense. To Branson, the 
worse The Sex Pistols’ public image 
became, the more he wanted to sign 
them. As matters turned out, Branson 
had his way; Virgin were back on the 
map. 
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Expansion: In 1977 Virgin’s profits 
for the year were £400,000; by 1982 
company turnover had risen to £48.6 
million, with profits of £2 million. 
1983 figures were £94 million turno- 
ver and £11.4 million profit. 

The core business remained mu- 
sic, particularly the record label and 
retail outlets, but Virgin had diversi- 
fied, sometimes in a seemingly un- 
controlled manner. By 1981 Virgin 
had acquired or created a London 
Recording Studio (The Townhouse), 
a book publishing company, Virgin 
Films, The Scala Cinema in London, 
The Venue club, Nekkar Island (in, 
appropriately, the Virgin Islands), 
and a video editing suite. Other 
additions included Heaven, the gay 
London nightclub, a company selling 
food around industrial estates (“Top 
Nosh”) and a company dedicated to 
servicing air conditioners. 


Virgin Atlantic : In March 1984 Mr 
Randolph Fields approached Branson, 
offering to sell him an airline. It had 
not occurred to Branson for one 
moment to own an airline, but, typi- 
cally, he responded favourably to the 
suggestion. Fields had a paper licence 
and had carried out some feasibility 
studies; he required only Branson’s 
money. 

Simon Draper was strongly op- 
posed to such a diversification. He 
saw it as reckless to move out of the 
core business into an area where 
Virgin had no experience whatso- 
ever, particularly into such a high 
risk operation as running an airline. 
However, since Branson at that time 
owned 85% of Virgin, it was clear 
that Draper would lose the battle. 
The rest, as they say, is history. 


Flotation: The issue of the flotation of 
Virgin is discussed separately in the 
next section. Suffice it only to say 
here that towards the middle of the 
1980s it became clear that Virgin 
required more capital than it could 
obtain internally or from bank loans 
if it were to finance the rate of 
expansion that was desired. (Banks 
were consistently unsympathetic to 
the levels of risk that Virgin were 
prepared to undertake). 

Therefore it was decided to float 
the company on the stock exchange. 


It is clear that prior to the flotation 
Virgin’s style of operation was some- 
what unorthodox. This was specifi- 
cally addressed in the run-up to 
flotation, in order to increase inves- 
tor confidence. Two non-executive 
directors were appointed, for exam- 
ple (both of whom resigned owing to 
disagreements). A crucial issue to 
identify is the extent to which Vir- 
gin’s culture was actually changed by 
such restructuring. 

Similarly it was decided that the 
high risk airline and associated busi- 
nesses would remain private, in or- 
der not to prejudice the public launch. 
These activities were formed into a 
separate company called Voyager 
Group Ltd., ownership of which was 
retained by Branson. 

It became clear that the launch of 
Virgin was not well received by the 
City, and late in 1988 a management 
buyback was effected, taking the 
company out of public hands. 


Post Flotation: By the middle of 1988 
Virgin had 74 small record shops and 
9 Megastores. The smaller stores 
were sold to the Our Price chain at 
the end of 1988 so that Virgin could 
concentrate on the Megastores. 

Virgin currently employs about 
1600 staff and operates in 17 coun- 
tries. Profit before tax in the year to 
31st July 1986 was £19.1 million, on 
a turnover of £188.6 million. More 
than half of this turnover is generated 
overseas. 

The company is now structured 
into three divisions: Music, Retail 
and Vision. The Music Division con- 
centrates on the marketing of artists 
and songwriters in the popular music 
market. The Retail division operates 
achain of retail outlets, selling records, 
tapes, CDs etc., videos and other 
leisure goods. The Vision Division 
covers interests in film and video 
distribution and broadcasting, televi- 
sion and computer games; this divi- 
sion also has an interest in book 
publishing. 

The parent company develops 
group policy, examines new oppor- 
tunities for the group and supervises 
the activities of the operating divi- 
sions. The head of each division is 
supported by a team of executives 
responsible for creative and adminis- 


trative tasks. Each division operates 
relatively autonomously with close 
communication being maintained be- 
tween managers and directors at di- 
visional and group level. 

The working environment within 
the divisions is generally based on 
small units. Most of the directors are 
aged between 30 and 50, reflecting 
the relative youth of the Company. 
Branson himself is 43. 
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Organisation Culture 
This section identifies the key issues 
that require clarification in this case, 
and attempts to establish the corpo- 
rate culture and structure of Virgin. 
However, there is first a very brief 
summary of the main characteristics 
of Richard Branson’s style, and thus 
his contribution to the success and 
style of Virgin. 


Richard Branson: Although Virgin is 
best known for its music interests, 
Branson has little or no interest in the 
music itself. For him it is the business 
of business that is attractive. 

“Richard would conceptualise the 
impossible and get much nearer to 
realising it than anyone else could” 
(Charles Levinson, Branson’s law- 
yer). 

“Ifyou asked Richard to lend you 
a fiver, it was said, he would imme- 
diately try to beat you down to 
£4.50” (MB, p.93). 

Branson has always functioned 
within Virgin as a catalyst. He has 
initiated very few projects himself; 
his role is more to “vet” proposals 
made to him. The Manor recording 
studio, Virgin Atlantic Airlines, Chal- 
lenge, the balloon escapades: these 
were all set up after an initial sugges- 
tion by others. However, when he 
does become involved in a project he 
commits himself completely, galva- 
nising other staff and “getting very 
close to the impossible”. 

Branson does appear to have a 
very low boredom threshold. The 
cycle of gestating an idea in high 
enthusiasm, executing it in a rush of 
energy and then growing bored with 
it, restless for some other challenge 
or enthusiasm, is common. Mike 
Oldfield, whom Branson managed, 
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noticed very quickly that Branson 
would often “mess things up” if he 
did it himself. His talent was to 
inspire others to do their best. 

“Ifsomething was a loss, he really 
wasn’t concerned with that; some- 
body else could clear that up - he was 
already onto the next thing. He was 
not reckless exactly, but he certainly 
never stopped to consider whether 
that loss was too great to hamper 
expansion. He just got on with ex- 
pansion” (Jack Claydon, Virgin’s 
accountant, quoted in MB, p.132). 

Many of Branson’s senior man- 
agement colleagues are longstanding 
friends. Simon Draper, Robert 
Deveraux, and Nik Powell (until his 
disagreement with Branson) have 
been together for nearly twenty years. 
Powell was an early school friend of 
Branson’s. 

Games and irrepsonsibility have 
always been a strong part of Branson 
and of Virgin. Stories abound of staff 
outings which ended with food fights 
in restaurants or people being thrown 
into swimming pools fully clothed, 
usually at Branson’s initiative. It is 
not uncommon for Virgin to be 
banned from returning to particular 
establishments. 

Mick Brown recounts a story of 
Branson and Oldfield attending a 
meeting with the Dulux company to 
discuss the possibility of Oldfield 
providing the music for a new TV 
advertisement for Dulux paint. 
Throughout the meeting Branson 
pretended to be Oldfield and Oldfield, 
wearing a suit, pretended to be 
Branson. The pair were not offered 
the contract. 

Branson is reputed to have once 
said, “I believe in benevolent dicta- 
torships, provided I’m the dictator” 
(MB, p.140). This accords well with 
his running of Virgin. Mick Brown 
refers to Branson as having “some- 
thing of the paternalism of a nine- 
teenth century Lancastrian mill 
owner.” 

Branson prefers to promote from 
within the group, although in the 
pre-flotation run up some external 
expertise was brought in. However, 
generally his view is to encourage 
entrepreneurship by setting Virgin 
up as many small constituent compa- 
nies (over 150 at one stage) and 








giving managers and staff a stake in 
those companies. 

The importance that is attached 
to Branson is indicated by the inci- 
dent that occurred in May 1987, 
when he nearly died in a parachute 
jump. The day after the event was 
shown on television Virgin shares 
lost 15p in the market. 


Organisation Culture : Virgin’s in- 
ternal culture is very much a product 
of Branson’s individual style. This 
manifests itself in many ways, from 
the corduroy trousers and scruffy 
sweaters worn by Branson to the 
exterior design of the many small and 
shambolic premises occupied by Vir- 
gin in the Notting Hill area. 

The Virgin retail outlets have 
changed enormously from the early 
days when shop floors were lined 
with mattresses to allow customers 
to spend the day in the shop. The 
differences between the HMV and 
Virgin Megastore outlets in Oxford 
Street are now slight, although Vir- 
gin retains (proudly, no doubt) its 
slightly shambolic image. 

Stephen Robbins has identified 
ten distinct criteria for enabling the 
internal culture of an organisation to 
be identified. Without referring to 
them explicitly, those criteria have 
been used here to help identify the 
culture of Virgin. 

There is no doubt that concerted 
attempts were made to change the 
company’s culture in the run up to 
flotation. This was the result of con- 
scious effort, but did not appear to be 
sufficiently successful. 

Since the management buyback 
there do not appear to have been any 
strong attempts to change the culture 
of the organisation. It is too early to 
tell what the long term effects of the 
attempted flotation will be, but there 
is every indication that the “old 
style” of operating, so well under- 
stood by Virgin employees, has re- 
mained intact. 

As stated above, Branson’s policy 
is to promote from within Virgin. 
Since the very early days this policy 
has remained strong, and is a corner- 
stone of Virgin, spoken of with pride 
by employees. The degree of indi- 
vidual initiative and risk tolerance al- 
lowed within the organisation is there- 


fore unusually high. 

“No-one spoke about ‘manage- 
ment’; it was simply Richard, Simon 
and Ken. Staff could feel, in that all 
purpose adjective, ‘involved’” (MB, 
p-138). 

There are strong indicators that 
the degree of direction (i.e. objectives 
and performance targets), integration 
(i.e. coordination between operating 
units) and control (direct supervision) 
is quite low within Virgin. This 
accords with the emphasis on initia- 
tive and opportunism. It is clear that, 
to follow the categorisation pro- 
posed by Douglas McGregor, Branson 
regards people as Type ‘Y’, i.e. crea- 
tive and responsible, able to make 
innovative decisions and exercise self- 
direction. 

The sense of identity that Virgin 
employees have with the company as 
a whole is very strong. There is a 
sense of pride in working for such a 
“relaxed” and “friendly” company - 
and this compensates for lower than 
industry average wages. 

The rewards system is not strongly 
wage-based. Rather the emphasis is 
on “making it” yourself within Vir- 
gin; control and autonomy are seen 
as rewards in themselves. Many indi- 
viduals have a personal financial stake 
in their operating company, and hope 
to be rich soon on those terms. 

Branson has never adopted the 
flamboyant manners of a company 
Chairman. His scruffy sweaters are 
legendary; for many years he lived on 
a houseboat on the Thames (it is now 
his office) and drove an endless suc- 
cession of battered saloon cars. Board 
meetings have always been tradition- 
ally very relaxed. Usually held at one 
of the directors’ homes (in the living 
room), meetings are interspersed with 
games of snooker and visits to the 
pub. The message given out is that 
these are not the things that matter. 

Conflict tolerance would appear to 
be very high within Virgin, and 
communication patterns are generally 
flexible and “open”. The feeling 
engendered, which also appears to be 
a reality, is that Branson is “accessi- 
ble”; he is always referred to by his 
first name by all employees. 

There appear to be no formal 
criteria for entry into the company. 
Recruitement is left to the operating 
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companies, with no formal training 
or career structure within the com- 
pany; training is “on the job”. 

In a company as diversified as 
Virgin, subcultures are inevitable. 
No doubt (I can speak from personal 
experience) Virgin’s recording stu- 
dio engineers feel close to the (strong) 
subculture that exists across all re- 
cording studios. However, beyond 
this there is pride in belonging to 
Virgin, “good people to work for”, 
as a colleague once told me. 

To adopt rather sweeping gener- 
alisations, the culture within Virgin 
is a curious mixture of boss, peer and 
task. The lack of strong system al- 
lows for a degree of “task” responses 
to problems, whilst the sense of 
being part of a team (“all in this 
together”) is very strong. At the end 
of the line though there is Branson: 
his readiness to intervene in any crisis 
and take whatever action is necessary 
cannot be underestimated. 

What is unmistakeable is the fact 
that the core values are strongly held 
within Virgin, and this acts much as 
a substitute for formalisation. Indeed 
one woman who left Virgin in the 
mid- seventies likened it to “being in 
the Moonies”. 


How Virgin Employees Learn Culture : 
Culture within Virgin is maintained 
and communicated by two main 
means: stories and material symbols. 
Stories about Branson abound - par- 
ticularly concerning the early days of 
Virgin. Many are no doubt apocry- 
phal, but that is not the point. Food 
fights in restaurants, the inevitable 
swimming pool incidents, stories of 
high speed car chases through the 
Oxfordshire countryside - all add up 
to the feeling that Virgin is exciting, 
interesting, dangerous. 

A good example of the hold of 
such stories is the way Mick Brown 
describes those early days in his biog- 
raphy of Branson. Speaking purely as 
a biographer, Brown uses emotion- 
ally charged language, perpetuating 
the myth: 

“Even as the company got bigger 
the familial atmosphere on which 
Virgin had been built in the early 
seventies stayed strong, a flame that 
was kept alight by those who had 
been with Virgin since the earliest 


days until it became a myth, self 
perpetuating and strong enough even 
to have Richard Branson in its grip... 
Branson’s readiness to delegate re- 
sponsibility and encourage people in 
tasks for which they had no particular 
qualification had been important in 
determining the mood of the com- 
pany. By turning packagers into tal- 
ent scouts, magazine salesmen into 
managers, Branson had paid them 
the compliment of saying ‘I trust 
you’” (MB, p.139). 

Material symbols are also impor- 
tant, but in a reverse way. As dis- 
cussed above, the message strongly 
given is that such matters are not 
important. Branson’s attire and the 
facades of Virgin’s buildings consti- 
tute strong cultural statements. Eve- 
rything says “what we do is impor- 
tant”. 

Branson is regarded as a loyal and 
considerate employer. Virgin’s staff 
are surprisingly young and appear to 
be committed strongly to the com- 
pany. Individuals join Virgin for life 
(many senior staff have been with 
Virgin since the very beginning) and 
give their all. In this respect Virgin is 
not unlike many Japanese compa- 
nies. 


The Psychological Contract: In investi- 
gating the implied contract of expec- 
tations between the company and its 
employees it is useful to categorise 
the latter into senior management 
and junior employees. 

Senior Management: The large 
number of operating companies 
within Virgin allows responsibility to 
be devolved down the hierarchy and 
distributed amongst a larger group of 
people. Senior management there- 
fore enjoys substantial freedom of 
action and responsibility. Financial 
reward is often performance based 
and many senior managers have di- 
rect shareholdings in their part of the 
business. This is a very strong com- 
ponent of the psychological contract. 

Responsibility is also a function 
of the cultural environment within 
Virgin. This environment in itself 
forms part of the psychological con- 
tract. Until 1982 Carol Wilson was 
head of Virgin’s publishing division 
(she had discovered the singer Sting 
when he was still unknown in New- 


castle). Following a disagreement 
with Branson she left Virgin in 1982 
and joined CBS. It was at this point 
that she realised just how congenial 
the atmosphere at Virgin had been 
compared with CBS, particularly for 
a highly motivated woman. The dif- 
ference was sufficiently for her to 
reopen negotiations with Branson 
for her return -a haven for “oddballs”, 
as she described it. 

Junior Employees: Wage 
renumeration is more important for 
junior staff, but there are other im- 
portant factors. As above, the con- 
genial and relaxed atmosphere is 
important (it has been described as 
“chaotic”), but so is the hope of 
“making it”. There is a belief that 
Virgin will provide the opportunity 
to rise from a quite junior position to 
a position of management within a 
relatively short space of time. 


Flotation: In the run up to flotation a 
deliberate attempt was made to bring 
the structure and culture of the com- 
pany in line with the City’s expecta- 
tions. Two non-executive directors 
were appointed (Sir Philip Harris of 
Harris Queensway PLC and Cob 
Stenham, Financial Director of 
Unilever PLC) and specialists were 
appointed, particularly to rationalise 
Virgin’s finances. 

There is every indication that this 
attempt to change the culture of 
Virgin failed: 

1) A strongly held culture cannot be 
changed by decree within a matter of 
months; 

2) the flotation attempt failed; the 
City remained unconvinced that Vir- 
gin had “reformed”; 

3) the outward cultural manifesta- 
tions of Virgin have not changed; 
and 

4) the two non-executive directors 
resigned. 

The City has always been wary of 
the music business, with its fickle 
ways and high risk undertakings. 
Virgin was in a particularly difficult 
position, being an unorthodox com- 
pany in an unorthodox business. 
Perhaps therefore the failure of the 
flotation is not surprising. 
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Postscript 


The above was written at the begin- 
ning of 1990. Nothing has happened 
subsequently that changes substan- 
tially my views at that time. 

In March 1992 Branson sold Vir- 
gin Records to Thorn for £510 
million, netting himself £320 mil- 
lion cash. Thorn has subsequently 
made 88 of the Virgin staff redun- 
dant. At the time of writing (August 
1992) Thorn EMI’s share price is 
712p, down from 887p in mid-May. 
The Sunday Times has referred to 
Branson’s sale of Virgin’s music in- 
terests to Thorn as “a trading master- 
stroke, a market move to rival Sir 
John Egan’s sale of Jaguar to Ford for 
[a massively overpriced] £1.6 bil- 
lion... A golden rule of this column 
is that when the owner/founder of a 
company sells his shares, investors 
should follow him.” 

Of the sale Branson has said, 
“When you’re not completely com- 
mitted to something, maybe it’s time 
to move on to something else”. 
Something else in this case in Virgin 
Atlantic - and whatever else may 
come along. Branson has already 
announced plans to exploit the break- 
up of British Rail, by introducing 
Virgin trains on selected routes. 
“What I love in life is finding out 
about things that I don’t know a lot... 
I like setting myself the challenge of 
learning about things and trying to 
bring something to them.” 

His personal fortune is now as- 
sessed at £1.7 billion. 

For those interested in the phe- 
nomenon of the alternative (sic) en- 
trepreneur, may I recommend the 
book Hard Drive: Bill Gates and the 
Making of the Microsoft Empire, by 
James Wallace and Jim Erickson. 


Stephen Rickard 
September 1992 
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“...it’s a big rock beat on civil rights 
Fun with the forces every night 

I advertise, I hynotise, reorganise, I sym- 
pathise 

I’m music pop music I’m a vehicle of the 
Stale 

Big business approve me, their policies 
dictate 

What harmony and melody 

And words that make no sense to me 
For the Top Twenty.” 

From “Emergency Rap”, Warrick Sony, 
1986 





NOTHING IN SOUTH AFRICA 
is considered to be “Desirable” ac- 
cording to the Publicatons Control 
Board. There are only two catego- 
ries, “Undesirable” and “Not Unde- 
sirable”. My fourth album as the 
Kalahari Surfers was found to be 
“Undesirable” not only by the Publi- 
cations Control Board, but judging 
by sales figures, also by the public at 
large. 

As an independent producer 
with a rampant interest in music 
which is not part of the mainstream, 
I have discovered that just about 
everything in this country works 
against me. During an attempt to 
register my record label as a closed 
corporation my lawyers came back 
to me to report that the authorities 
would not accept the name I had 
chosen (Gross National Products 
C.C.) and that I had to think of 
something else. (Free State Music 
was found to be “not undesirable”). 

I have been involved with Shifty, 
an independent studio and record 
company in Johannesburg since 
1983. I assisted Lloyd Ross in the 
early days when he’d just discovered 
Sankomoto, a band from Lesotho 
who had said some things on stage 
that resulted in them not being al- 
lowed back into South Africa. We 
were a mobile track studio then and 
were able to trek to Maseru to do the 
recording which to this day is one of 
Shifty’s (and the band’s) finest 


records. Their lyrics were found to 
be undesirable and consequently 
sales were reliant on word of mouth 
and newspaper reports and reviews. 

This was the pattern which all 
subsequent releases by Shifty were 
doomed to follow. Radio shunned it 
all. Payolawassomething we couldn’t 
afford or morally support. Lloyd was 
financing most of these projects him- 
self. Then along came Bernoldus 
Niemand,a man who wassure to win 
Esme Everhard’s approval and get 
masses of air time on Forces Fayour- 
ites, her troopie programme for the 
boys on the border. “Hou My Vas 
Korporaal” was the single that was 
chosen. It was another great project 
to be involved with. I played a bit of 
trombone on one song and 
drummed on an ode to Gerrie 
Coetzee called “Boksburg Bomber”. 
Bernoldus’s recordings hada strong 
influence on the Alternative 
Afrikaans movement of the late 
1980s. Younger and more ofaskollie 
than David Kramer, Bernoldus sang 
songs that were real. They were 
South African white trash stories 
aboutgirls, broken hearts, the army, 
smoking zoland “die snor gevaar” in 
Pretoria. He didn’t get played on 
radio either. 

Lloyd spent weeks mixing and 
re-mixing the song to change the 
lyrics which Tinus Esterhuizen (the 
convicted paedophile) found offen- 
sive. It didn’t help. The song was 
thought to contain a generaly pessi- 
mistic view of the army and conse- 
quently was unfit for radio. We were 
told that it had been defaced with a 
sharp object so that no rebellious 
DJ’s could play it in years to come. 
Apparently this is a standard prac- 
tice at the SABC (South African 
Broadcasting Association) with “un- 
desirable” music. 

I puzzled over the nature of our 
independence as record makers. We 
were forced to compromise the lyr- 
ics to the Bernoldus single to no 
avail, the title of the LP was going to 
be “Hooked On Dagga Vol 1” after 
the “Hooked on...” craze, but it was 
felt that the CNNA would not carry 
arecord with a title like that and was 
compromised to “Wie is Bernoldus 
Niemand”. So here I felt we were 
already bending over and being 


jabbed in the butt by the very forces 
we were seeking to be free of. We 
were behaving like the rest of the 
industry because we were still slaves 
to Radio. We were losing the joy of 
being independent record makers. 
We had lost the power to say fuck 
you to the SABC and still had to 
bend over for people like Tinus 
Esterhuizen. I decided to doarecord 
of my own that would definitely not 
be played on Radio. It was called 
“Own Affairs” and caused a bit of a 
storm at the pressing plant who 
found it “undesirable”. I had to get 
itmanufactured in England through 
an English record company, Rec- 
ommended Records- the beginning 
of a relationship which lasts to this 
day. Despite being described by the 
City Press as “one of the most ma- 
ture expressions of rhythmic resist- 
ance this country has ever seen” it 
sold only 300 copies. In Europe it 
sold over 1000 copies. We had to 
import all copies of the record into 
South Africa. It was cheaper to call 
them “vinyl samples” and send the 
covers separately. They were called 
“cardboard sleeves” but each ship- 
ment turned out to be a nightmare 
of bureacratic postal engagements 
which I'd need a lot more space to 
cover. 

A weighty negativity permeates 
the South African recording scene. 
It derives from a lack of joy or pleas- 
ure one feels in the making of the 
music. I don’t mean the contrived 
obvious jiveaspleasure that the per- 
former has perfected but more the 
feel of the artist’s understanding of 
the possibilities of the studio envi- 
ronment. Nochancesare ever taken. 
Radio calls the shots and the indus- 
try demands that the formula is fol- 
lowed. Initiative comes from the new 
territories charted by successful over- 
seas artists. If I had approached a 
South African record company with 
the idea of a collaboration with 
Mahlathini and the Mohatella 
Queens they would have thought I 
was mad but it takes the initiative of 
an avant-garde British group, Art of 
Noise, to put together the idea and 
one of the best Mahlathini tracks 
ever, “Yebo”. The artist removed 
from that environmentand the con- 
straints of the “formula” immedi- 
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ately blossoms forth. Art of Noise 
are not that far removed from my 
own area of work. We both cut up 
PW Botha’s State of Emergency 
speech and put a funky beat to it. 
Being a South African I think I un- 
derstood the meaning of thatspeech 
much better than any group outside 
the country. 

A concise history of independ- 
ent record making in South Africa 
probably amounts to a few typed A4 
pages. Interest is such that these 
would have to be privately photo- 
copied, and given away free to peo- 
ple who would never read it. For a 
country which prides itselfin its love 
of music we are sadly lacking in 
interest and imagination for any- 
thing that truly breaks new ground. 
The long years of cultural isolation 
cannot be blamed entirely for this 
though I believe that it has had a 
lasting stunting effect on the ordi- 
nary growth of the artistic imagina- 
tion of our people. In all types of 
music; I have yet to see a South 
African free jazz ensemble ora multi 
media performance embracing dif- 
ferent disciplines - classic/jazz/ 
african/electronic... is it so off the 
wall? I don’t think so. Musicians 
playing totally off the wall music in 
New York make a decent living. We 
do not even know they exist. Phillip 
Tabane struggles to get a decent 
audience here. A unique performer 
and the last remaining exponent of 
the African avant garde in South 
Africa, he draws better crowds in 
England. When I saw him play to a 
packed venue in Brixton, London, I 
was struck by his strength of com- 
mitment to the spirit of no compro- 
mise. Here is a man who should be 
at the centre of an African experi- 
mental music movement in his own 
county, but local Industry and Ra- 
dio deem it unmarketable. 

The cultural boycott ironically 
has assisted the State in limiting our 
collective imagination. They of 
course took the gap and through 
their Broadcasting Corporation fed 
the people a diet of dubious 
consumerables. Even the Soviet 
Union is more part of the global 
village than we are. I was invited to 
play in Moscow at a festival of inde- 
pendent music. I sawa group called 











Ne Zdhali who had copied Johnny 
Clegg’s Zulu dancing.I spoke to 
them afterwards and they said they 
hadseen him ona Finnish TV broad- 
cast. They were from Estonia. Any- 
thing was possible in Russia because 
they had no industry to speak of. 
There was only one record com- 
pany called Melodia (State owned) 
who ignored most underground 
music. Consequently there was no 
self-censorship and musicians 
tended to experiment in all sorts of 
strange and weird ways. Isawa group 
called ZGA who made their own 
electronic instruments... aweird scaf- 
fold of bits and pieces that pro- 
duced fantastically controlled and 
atmospheric music.” 

In 1989 I came across a group 
here called KOOS who for me were 
one of the best exponents of the 
concept of alternative Afrikaans 
music. The language is perfect to 
convey white South African angst. 
One of the most hard edged bands 
I'd ever heard. Very dissonant but 
very memorable chant-like tunes 
roughly executed. Words drawn 
from the writings of Ryk Hattingh, 
Chris Van Wyk and Johan van Wyk. 
Irecorded them one weekend. Shifty 
weren’t wild about it and it was de- 
cided that a record was a bit of a 
waste of money. A cassette was re- 
leased in a brown paper bag. Out of 
all the alternative Afrikaans music 
to gather momentum at that time 
KOOS were perhaps the most radi- 
cal, so much so that they were con- 
sidered a bit heavy for the Shifty 
Records Voelyry Tour. This was dis- 
appointing as I felt the band could 
have been quite inspiring for alot of 
people (and would have sold some 
of the cassettes). KOOS suffered a 
huge setback when Andre Letoit 
decided to change is name to “Koos 
Kombuis” and released an LP under 
that name. The confusion was too 
much and the band disbanded. They 
were the alternative to the alterna- 
tive. 

During the years of isolaion and 
turmoil it was easier to define alter- 
native music. Anything that was po- 
litically centred, which strove to cap- 
ture the feelings and images of our 
own microcosms, anything with rel- 
evance could be called “alternative”. 


It was that, which a State that could 
not tolerate criticism of itself, would 
have had to crush and condemn. As 
it was, Radio did it for them. The 
record companies would notrecord 
music which could not be played on 
the radio (theystill don’t). Onewho 
places unnecessary obstacles on the 
road to success is surely foolish. 
South African popular artists, in their 
desire for mainstream success, chose 
to ignore political content in their 
music. As a result the archive of 
resistance songwriting is very thin. 
Sure the jazz guys came with numer- 
ous jams and melodies with titles 
like “Song For Winnie” etc. butlam 
talking vocal song with penned words 
like the wealth of political 
songwriting which blossomed from 
places like Chile and Nicaragua. I 
worked on numerous foreign docu- 
mentaries that inevitably tried to 
unearth this music. Foreign produc- 
ers couldn’t accept that the form 
did not really exist. There were 
Worker Choirs and poets with stri- 
dent political slogans, BC jazzmen, 
butwhere was our Thomas Mapfumo 
or our Ruben Blades, the song writ- 
ers, the balladeers, like the Bluesmen 
of the American Twenties, like the 
hundreds of radical songsters in 
Papa Doc’s Haiti? Where were the 
soul rebels? 

Perhaps they were ona different 
stage. Theatre has been the most 
radical of the arts in this country 
and has the best track record for 
creative struggle culture. This is be- 
cause it has never been seen by the 
State as a major problem because it 
cannot be mass produced in the 
same way that a book or a record 
can. One of the key reasons that the 
State unbanned my fourth LP 
Beachbomb was the fact that I had 
never sold more than a thousand 
copies of any of my records. If the 
system works on its own there is no 
need to ban records or anything. 
Without access to the means of 
proper promotion, especially broad- 
casting, it will effectively die its own 
death. In theatre the limitations of 
audience size and ticket prices al- 
ways kept the wild youth at a dis- 
tance. Imagine then a free concert 
in a stadium packed to capacity and 
a performance of some of the most 
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politically savage poetry attacks on 
Apartheid ever. This was Mzwakhe 
Mbuli’s stage and his audience were 
the young comrades from the town- 
ships. A tall elegant man of powerful - 
voice, he had just about every strug- 
gle youngster wishing they were him. 
His first cassette “Change Is Pain”, 
recorded by Lloyd at Shifty, was 
banned outright. It was 1986 and 
the State recognised a powerful 
popular threat to theirsecurity. They 
removed him from circulation. He 
spent two long stretches in deten- 
tion, doing months in solitary con- 
finement, during which time he 
prepared material for his second 
work, “Unbroken Spirit”, released 
in record to be Shifty’s biggest sell- 
ing record ever. To date both of 
these albums have gone Gold (sales 
in excess of 25,000). All this without 
radio. Mzwakhe should have been 
happy. He wasn’t. 

Something of an overnight suc- 
cess phenomenon had hit Shifty and 
like many small independent labels 
the world over, their paperwork was 
in disarray. Lloyd, trusting in the 
“buddy” system, left things fairly in- 
formal. The company had footed 
the bill for all the recoridngs and 
took the risk. There was some inter- 
estin Germanyand “Change Is Pain” 
had been released there by a tiny 
independent. I was still selling more 
Surfers there than they were selling 
Mzwakhe. I myself had never signed 
anything, not with my overseas con- 
nection nor with Shifty. This was to 
my advantage as it meant I could 
drop everything and go with a major 
if an attractive offer came through. 
A serious lack of communications 
got Mzwakhe paranoid that the 
whites were ripping him off. Things 
went sour. He never appreciated 
the spirit of the small independent 
record company. Understandably 
his influences had nothing to do 
with the punk/new wave music revo- 
lution that swept Europe and 
America; the do-it-yourself attitude 
that inspired us to tackle recording 
and releasing music for no other 
reason than the joy and fun of it. We 
were from different worlds and Lloyd 
made the mistake of thinking that 
we were all pulling together in the 
same direction. Mzwakhe had a dif- 





ferent agenda and in the end it was 
the race thing that nailed Shifty to 
the wall. We were whites and tradi- 
tionally, even historically, itis always 
the white record companies that rip 
off the black artists. Who’d believe 
anything else? It was a cheap shot 
and we were an easy target. 

Mbuli used his position on the 
Cultural Desk to try to block various 
other Shifty projects. Some were 
things that he’d agreed to be in- 
volved in. One was to make available 
at cost all the speeches of the re- 
cently released leaders, and to set 
up an infrastructrure to speedily 
record and mass produce these vital 
oral gems of our history. Predict- 
ably, Mbuli accused us of political 
opportunism, but I think the worst 
we could be acused of was naivete. 
Like most people in the country we 
were swept away by the euphoria of 
the times. I stood outside Sisulu’s 
house after he was released. I stood 
in the sun outside Victor Verster 
when Mandela walked out to free- 
dom. Our whole lives we’d been 
wiating for this. I wanted to use my 
skills in the service of this great 
historical movement forward. Com- 
bining my tape editing skills together 
with Shaun Naidoo’s keyboard skills 
we released a cassette of funky 
electro dance mixes featuring ex- 
cerpts from the speeches given at 
the welcome home rally for Sisulu, 
Kathrada and six others. Itwas called 
“Urgent Release”, proceeds of which 
went to the fund set up for released 
detainees. It sold reasonably well, 
again without radio play. 

The elation of those days is over. 
Shifty took some flack in the press. 
Other artists followed Mzwakhe in 


search of the Big Record Deal. The 
Genuines, Noise Khanyile, Simba 
Morri. I spent a fair amount of time 
and energy on the cover and pro- 
motional material for the Tananas 
album. After the ground work was 
done they too left for greener pas- 
tures, breaking a verbal contract and 
wasting months of studio work that 
Lloyd had done completing their 
second album. Even in the early 
days Sankomoto were the recipients 
of the first ever Shifty Record con- 
tract but it wasn’t worth shit when 
the band went overseas and happily 
ignored it. This is not a problem 
unique to Shifty. Small independ- 
ents overseas also struggle to keep 
successful artists with them and if 
company managementis shaky, pro- 
fessional artists need to move into 
infrastructures that can give them 
more security and ultimately more 
money. With the realisation of one’s 
creative potential an urgency seems 
to setin where the artist is frustrated 
at the slow pace of his/her develop- 
ment with a not quite professional 
organisation. The series of destruc- 
tive attacks against Shifty have sadly 
collapsed the energy and momen- 
tum of the earlier days. 

As for myself... I was employed 
once by Shifty and drew two months 
of salary but I prefer a quiet seat on 
the sideline. I have a financial in- 
vestmentin the studio and the record 
company owes me some good will 
for work and commitment during 
the earlier more fun-filled years. I 
am an artist and continue to pro- 
duce occasional independent mu- 
sic that takes my fancy. I have re- 
corded an artist from Tembisa called 
Petric Mahlalela who with his group 


playsa fascinating cross over of Tracy 
Chapman and Stimela. I battled to 
get interest from Shifty and the 
majors are wrapped up in their own 
work. The master tapes are mixed 
but I have no money to conclude 
the project. Another project is a 
collaborative work with poet Lesego 
Rampolokeng. The German Em- 
bassy came forward with a tiny 
amount of development money but 
still no one is interested in putting 
money up to do a proper LP and 
CD. We'll probably do a limited edi- 
tion of cassettes. This is outstanding 
work and the sort of thing arts coun- 
cils in developed countres would 
fund. I find itimpossible to do these 
things alone. They would also not 
get radio play. Shifty is now moving 
towards licensing overseas cata- 
logues and trimming down local 
unmarketable artists. Where does 
that leaye the independents? What 
independents? 

It’s a strange game this music 
business. We visited Alex Jay’s stu- 
dio some weeks back.” He has a 
partnership with three or four other 
people situated in Houghton. In _ 
the entrance hall Inoticedanumber 
of gold and platinum dise awards 
hanging on the wall. I wondered 
how a Disc Jockey manages to geta 
gold record and strolled over to_ 
read the little brass plaque. It was 
awarded to him for his hard work in 
helping sell in excess of 50,000 
records of the Australian group 
Midnite Oil. 


* See elsewhere in this issue and their 
track on the accompanying CD. 

* Alex Jay is a famous Dj and now TV 
music personality. 














How to be in a pop group 


11. Record companies 

A lot of bands spend all their time 
trying to get signed up by a record 
company. Don’t do this, it’s a de- 
pressing waste of time, get on with 
playing some music instead. In par- 
ticular never send any record com- 
pany a demo cassette; they don’t 
listen to them, most of the time they 
can’t even be bothered to throw 
them in the bin, they just put them in 
a drawer and forget about them. 
People who work for record compa- 
nies think that demo cassettes are the 
most boring thing in the world, they 
would rather listen to a ten record set 
of the collected speeches of Roy 
Hattersley. If you send them a demo 
tape they will despise you. If you ring 
them up and ask them what they 
thought of it they will go straight into 
a zombie like coma and start repeat- 
ing phrases like ““oh yeah, Dave took 
it home with him and he’s away this 
week, could you ring back next 
April?” They will not even be aware 
that they are telling you a string of 
lies because their brain will be fast 
asleep. Repeat: never send demo 
tapes to record companies, you will 
end up going mad and killing your- 
self. 

Big record companies are organi- 
sations which exist to make money 
by selling records to people. They 
don’t care what kind of records they 
sell as long as they sell a lot of them. 
This means that no big record com- 
pany will be at all interested in your 
group unless they think you sound 
like the average chart band; ie: they 
think your music is bland, moronic 
crap. So if your music has any merit 
you can forget signing to a big record 
company; even if all the members of 
the band are exceptionally pretty 
with nice hair cuts. 

(If by some freak chance you do 
get the opportunity to sign a record 
contract however, it is a good idea to 
do it because it might make you a bit 
of money in the long run. Putting 


part 2 
Alan Jenkins 


aside for a moment the fact that you 
will inevitably be shamelessly ex- 
ploited and manipulated, you will 
also get something worthwhile out 
of the experience even if it’s only a 
new guitar. The only dilemma here 
is whether or not a new guitar out- 
weighs having to come into close 
contact with some of the most appall- 
ing people currently allowed to roam 
free. People who work for big record 
companies are like people who work 
in advertising but without the sub- 
tlety and integrity. None of this will 
ever happen to you though, with any 
luck, so there’s no point in going into 
this in any more detail.) 

It’s more likely that you will 
come into contact with small record 
companies - “independent record 
companies” as they are known. Some 
of these would really like to be big 
record companies but are too incom- 
petent, and the people who run them 
are slightly less corrupt, deceitful and 
horrible. Signing to one of these is 
similar to signing to a big record 
company except that you won’t get 
anew guitar. They might arrange for 
you to tour Borneo though which 
could turn out to be quite fun. 

The other kind of small record 
company is very small indeed. These 
are run by people who are more 
interested in music than in selling 
records so consequently they hardly 
ever sell any records at all, especially 
not by your band. You might as well 
form your own record company (see 
chapter 13) as sign to one of these. I 
say “sign” - this kind of record 
company don’t usually have written 
contracts - they don’t know what 
one is. If you do find a record 
company like this who wants to put 
out records for you you might as well 
let them if only because you won’t 
have the hassle or the financial risk of 
doing it yourself. 


12. Recording 
All pop groups should record when- 
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ever they have something new which 
is worth preserving. Some groups 
don’t record; this seems rather like 
Vincent Van Gogh painting pictures 
using paint which disappears three 
minutes after hitting the canvas, but 
the groups which don’t record much 
are usually the ones who sound ex- 
actly like Happy Mondays, and the 
reason that they don’t record much is 
because they are too busy sending 
demo tapes to record companies and 
trying to get gigs in London which a 
man from the NME will come to. 
We should be grateful that more of 
them don’t make records. 

There are two ways to record. 
You can hire a recording studio, or 
you can buy some recording equip- 
ment and do it at home. The first way 
is less expensive in the short term and 
doesn’t require any technical knowl- 
edge because there will be someone 
who works in the studio to press the 
buttons for you, and the results can 
be technically better in some respects 
especially if you hire an expensive 
studio full of very expensive equip- 
ment. If you buy your own gear, you 
will probably have to make do with 
something inferior, but because you 
can spend as long as you like messing 
around with it, the chances are that 
(unless things like the frequency range 
of the bass guitar are very important 
to you) you will end up with some- 
thing you like better. 

Apart from the pressure of time, 
the biggest problem with using a 
commercial studio is the resident 
engineer. His favourite music will 
almost certainly be jazz-funk and he 
will want you to make a jazz-funk 
record. Some engineers who want 
you to make a jazz-funk record a lot 
will even go to the extremes of 
insisting on playing all the instru- 
ments and rewriting the songs. The 
trouble is that studio engineers are 
very friendly people who are very 
easy to get on with. This is part of 
their job, they have to be so amiable 


that when Napalm Death go into 
their studio they can persuade them 
to make a jazz-funk record. This is a 
danger of which you must beware; 
you must resist the temptation to play 
jazz funk to please the nice engineer. 
It’s best to have a firm idea in your 
mind of what you want your record 
to sound like before you go into the 
studio and not be afraid to tell the 
engineer what to do at all times. Eg: 
when he says “I think there should be 
a bit more chorus on the guitar to 
make it sound less spiky” you should 
immediately reply: “If you put any 
chorus on the guitar whatsoever I 
shall be forced to shoot you through 
the back of the head with this cross- 
bow.” (Always remember to go to 
the studio armed in case this occurs). 
Sometimes all of this can happen on 
a more subtle level. The engineer 
may fail to mention that he’s put 
chorus on the bass, gated the snare 
drum to make it sound like one on a 
Bon Jovi record, turned down the 
guitar solo in the mix so that you 
can’t hear it and replaced the vox 
organ part with one he’s done him- 
self on a polysynth because he thinks 
it sounds more professional. You will 
not necessarily be aware of any of this 
because, not being familiar with the 
controls in this particular studio (all 
studios are different and tailored to 
suit the engineer) you won’t know 
what he’s really doing with his hands 
at any given moment. The only thing 
to do is keep your ears open. Say: 
“the guitar sounds a bit soft, could 
you make it a bit more spiky?... no 
even more spiky than that... yes, 
that’s better, just a little bit more 
spiky though... I don’t believe you, I 
think you can make it more spiky if 
you want to... look, who’s paying?” 
and things like that whenever neces- 
sary. With practise you will be able 
to do this with as much charm as the 
engineer has when he says things 
like: “This is a really good guitar solo 
and you are probably the most tal- 
ented musician I have ever met, let’s 
try a bit more chorus on it”... but in 
the mean time go armed. 

If you can afford any recording 
gear at all it’s probably best to record 
at home instead. Drums provide the 
largest practical difficulty as usual 
because most people don’t live some- 


where where a drum kit will even fit 
let alone somewhere where you can 
play one without the SAS parachut- 
ing in to arrest everybody. To record 
a drum kit properly furthermore, you 
need about eighty seven microphones, 
fifteen noise gates, ten compressors 
and a crowbar to hit the drummer 
with to stop him playing the snare 
drum when you’re trying to listen to 
the bass drum. Apart from this the 
hardware requirements for home re- 
cording aren’t too excessive. You 
will need: 

1) A multi-track tape recorder. 
“Multi-track” means that you can 
record different things on different 
tracks at different times. A normal 
domestic cassette recorder actually 
records four different things on each 
tape - first you record right and left 
stereo tracks on one side of the tape 
and then you turn the cassette over 
and record right and left stereo tracks 
on the other half too. A four-track 
tape recorder does the same thing 
except that it only records in one 
direction (you use up the whole tape 
without turning it over to play the 
other side) and you record some- 
thing different on each of the four 
tracks in mono, either one at a time 
or all of them at once or anything in 
between. And you can synchronise 
the tracks - in other words you can 
record a guitar part on one track, 
record a keyboard part on another 
track, and when you play them back 
the two parts are still in time with 
each other. Eight-track, sixteen track 
machines etc all do the same thing 
only with more tracks. (Generally 
the more tracks you have, the wider 
the tape has to be to fit them all on. 
Some sixteen track and twenty four 
track machines for instance use two 
inch wide tape; normal cassettes use 
tape which is just over an eighth of an 
inch wide). Anyway, the idea is that 
you record a different instrument on 
each track and tiien you can decide 
how loud you want the instruments 
to be in relation to each other after- 
wards. Most home recording is done 
on “portastudios” which are four- 
track cassette machines combined 
with small mixing desks. These are 
cheap and simple to operate but 
limited; You would get better sound 
quality from an open reel four-track 
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(because the tape is wider and also it 
goes a lot faster) and you would be 
able to record more different things 
on an eight-track, obviously. 

2) Mixing desks. As mentioned 
previously, if you have a portastudio 
it has a mixing desk built into it, if 
you have an open reel multi-track 
tape recorder you will need to get a 
separate one. The mixing desk plays 
two parts in the recording process, 
firstly you record the instruments 
and singing through it onto the multi- 
track, and then, when you’ve filled 
up the multi-track with all the differ- 
ent elements of your piece of music, 
you play them all through the mixing 
desk onto the final master tape. The 
master tape will be recorded on 
either a normal cassette recorder or, 
more usually on a two track open reel 
tape recorder. (Two track means that 
it uses the entire width of the tape for 
just the left and right channels of the 
stereo - you only record on the tape 
in one direction). To get back to the 
mixing desk - it’s divided up into a 
number of channels - when you mix 
down your multi-track recording onto 
the master tape each of the tracks 
goes through a different channel on 
the mixing desk and you can change 
the sound of each track independ- 
ently of each other. The knobs on the 
channels of the desk allow you to 
alter the volume and the tone of each 
track and to control how much of 
certain effects, principally “reverb” 
you have on them. Most mixing 
desks allow you to plug one or more 
effects directly into them in such a 
way that you can have a different 
amount of the effect (from none at all 
to tons of it) on each track. There’s 
a knob for controlling this next to the 
tone controls and the volume con- 
trol. You also get a knob for control- 
ling the panning of the track, (where 
it appears in the stereo picture). 
Being able to place things where you 
like in the stereo allows you to build 
up the illusion that each instrument is 
being played from somewhere differ- 
ent in the room. This helps you to 
hear everything clearly and makes 
things sound generally more inter- 
esting. Especially when listening on 
headphones - if you listen to a mono 
record on headphones it sounds like 
you are having a migraine attack. 











Don’t listen to anyone who reckons 
they prefer mono recordings, they 
are stupid. 

3) Some effects. The only essen- 
tial electronic effect you will need is 
reverb (short for reverberation). This 
makes things sound as if they are 
happening ina cave if you use enough 
of it. If you don’t use any at all 
everything sounds as if it’s happening 
sellotaped to the side of your head. 
Somewhere between the two is best 
in most cases. It sounds especially 
good on singing. Other effects, 
roughly in order of usefulness are: 

a) Compression. This will make 
some instruments much easier to 
record. It squashes down the loud 
bits so that they’re not too far away 
from the quiet bits. If you don’t use 
this on the singing for instance, you 
may find that the quiet bits are 
completely inaudible when the loud 
bits are at the right volume. It’s also 
handy for guitars. 

b) Noise gates. These cut out all 
sound below a certain decibel level 
(you can adjust the level at which 
they start to work). This is useful for 
cutting out extraneous noise in places 
where nothing is happening such as 
in between lyrics on the singing 
track. You can automatically cut out 
the singer breathing heavily, stifled 
laughter during the guitar solo etc. 
Don’t use it for cutting off the reverb 
on the snare drum as it starts to fade 
away though unless you want to 
make some awful disco record. 

c) Delay effects. These are used 
for making things echo and for cho- 
rusing and flanging. 

d) There aren’t any more effects, 
well, not really. 

e) Unless you count noise reduc- 
tion... When you listen to an ana- 
logue tape recorder (one that isn’t 
digital), along with the music re- 
corded on the tape you also have to 
listen to the tape itself scraping across 
the play-back head on the machine. 
This sounds like hissing - which is 
why it is commonly known as tape 
hiss. It stays at the same volume all 
the time and so you don’t notice it 
when the music is loud enough to 
drown it out but it’s a bit annoying 
when the music is very quiet. How- 
ever, many tape machines are fitted 
with noise reduction circuits. These 


work by making the high frequencies 
in the music (the ones in the same 
frequency range as the tape hiss - 
mostly cymbals and the vocalist sing- 
ing the word “trespassing” etc) louder 
while you are recording them; then 
when you play the recording back 
the noise reduction makes the same 
frequencies quieter again, and it makes 
the tape hiss quieter along with them. 
This is alright except that not all 
noise reduction works terribly well; 
it takes a bit of treble away from the 
music when it isn’t supposed to for 
instance. But it’s usually best to use 
it at least on the multi track. Also, 
they keep inventing new and better 
noise reduction systems, Dolby S is 
the latest one, so by the time you read 
this... well... everyone will have been 
killed by a deadly virus from outer 
space I should think. 


For a couple of hundred quid you 
can get a thing called a “digital multi 
effects processor” which will do high 
quality versions of all of the above 
effects (except noise reduction). 
Thanks to the wonders of modern 
technology many people have in 
their homes recording equipment 
which is superior to that which could 
be found in the most modern com- 
mercial studio in say... oh... 1852. 


4) A microphone. Any instru- 
ment with an output socket on it can 
be recorded by plugging a lead from 
it straight into the mixing desk. It’s 
much easier to record things like this 
if you possibly can. You can’t do it 
with singing or real drums though, 
and it’s best not to do it with guitars 
because they tend to come out sound- 
ing a bit weedy. (You may want a 
“clean” guitar sound of course in 
which case it’s ok; or you may want 
a serious brain operation which would 
also explain it). NB: bass guitars 
sound better if you plug them straight 
into the desk, those low frequencies 
just get in the way of everything else 
if you make them sound any fatter. 
To record a drum kit you will need 
several microphones, but otherwise, 
as the vocals aren’t usually recorded 
at the same time as everything else, 
you can get away with just one. 

5) A two track tape recorder (this 
was mentioned in the mixing desk 
section). You don’t have to “mas- 
ter”, or record the finished product, 
onto one of these necessarily but the 
sound quality is much better than a 
cassette machine, you can edit the 
tape on it - this will be necessary at 
some point, and if you want to cut a 
record from the master tape this can 
only be done from open reel half- 
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track tape. 

6) More bits of wire than you 
would have imagined. Everything 
has to be connected to everything 
else using at least one lead, and most 
of them seem to need different kinds 
of plugs on the end of them. Be 
careful not to connect your dog to 
anything by mistake. 

7) Another useful thing to have if 
you absolutely insist on using mod- 
ern synthesisers is a MIDI sequencer. 
MIDI stands for Musical Instrument 
Digital Interface. It’s a standard thing 
among modern electronic instruments 
and bits of recording gear and it 
allows all of them to be connected 
together in various ways. You know 
the way that you can connect any bits 
of hi fi equipment together using 
phono leads? Well it’s a bit like that 
only more complicated. Eg: you can 
put a midi lead (these look like five 
pin din leads) into the “MIDI out” 
socket on one keyboard and into the 
“MIDI in” socket on another key- 
board and then play the second key- 
board’s sounds on the first keyboard. 
Or you can play a drum machine 
from a synthesiser keyboard or you 
can get a digital guitar which has 
MIDI and play the sounds on a MIDI 
sampler with it. (Actually I wouldn’t 
bother with MIDI guitars because 
no-one has invented one which works 
properly yet). The most useful thing 
about MIDI is that MIDI information 
can be stored on a MIDI recorder or 
sequencer. Consider the player pi- 
ano... this is a normal piano which 
can be operated from a long piece of 
paper with holes punched in it. A 
complete performance is recorded 
on the piece of paper - the notes that 
were played, how long they lasted 
and how hard the keys were hit (how 
loud the notes are). The result sounds 
better than listening to a recording 
because you are listening to a real 
piano playing an exact replica of the 
original performance rather than an 
electric impression of the same thing 
coming out of a loudspeaker. This is 
also how MIDI sequencers work; 
they store MIDI information, not 
sound. When you record a keyboard 
part on one you can treat the 
sequencer as a normal tape recorder 
- you connect MIDI out on your 
keyboard to MIDI in on the 


sequencer, you press “record”, play 
your part and then press “stop”. 
When you want to hear it back you 
connect the “MIDI out” on the 
sequencer into the “MIDI in” on the 
keyboard and the sequencer plays the 
keyboard exactly like you did. You 
can record lots of other keyboard and 
drum parts too - the number of 
different parts you can add is only 
limited by the size of the sequencer’s 
memory, and you can assign particu- 
lar parts to particular instruments by 
assigning MIDI channels to the parts. 
There are sixteen MIDI channels; 
you make the drum part channel one 
and set the drum machine to receive 
on MIDI channel one, and the drum 
machine won’t attempt to play the 
keyboard part which you’ve put on 
MIDI channel two. This sounds re- 
ally boring and complicated if you’ve 
never heard of any of it before, but 
remember, these machines are de- 
signed for members of Iron Maiden 
to use, so how hard can it be? 
Anyway, (assuming you like 
synthesisers and drum machines) this 
is all very handy for saving tracks on 
your multi track tape machine be- 
cause you can synchronise the MIDI 
sequencer to it by recording a syn- 
chronization code, a bleeping noise 
which the sequencer puts out, on one 
track - so all the keyboards and 
drums only take up one track. And 
the other handy thing about MIDI 
sequencers is that you can edit the 
music electronically. You can change 
anything about it you like after you 
have played it; you can change the 
tempo, transpose the key, quantise it 
(make the timing more accurate by 
shifting all the notes to certain sub- 
divisions of bars), and change the 
pitch, timing, length or volume of 
any individual note - eg: remove a 
wrong one without having to play it 
all again. You can also copy sections 
of music, so if you want twenty seven 
repeated choruses at the end you 
only need to play it once and then 
copy it twenty six times. 

Some people think that this sort 
of thing is cheating. These people 
don’t deserve to listen to music. 
They should be forced to hand in 
their ears at the nearest police station 
and wear signs round their necks 
saying “I AM TOO STUPID TO 
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LISTEN TO MUSIC, PLEASE HIT 
ME ACROSS THE HEAD WITH A 
BLUNT INSTRUMENT”. 

NOTE: Altering music electroni- 
cally is only “cheating” if music is a 
test to find out how clever musicians 
are. It isn’t. 


That’s about everything you need 
to record music. Some people say 
that the improved sound quality of a 
commercial studio with millions of 
pounds worth of computerised mix- 
ing desks and digital 36-track tape 
recorders is absolutely vital, but they 
only want this stuff to make up for 
their pathetic inability to write good 
songs. In an ideal world all expensive 
recording facilities would be owned 
by the state and studio time would be 
apportioned free to musicians using 
the criteria of whether or not they 
had anything to say. Michael Jackson 
would have turned up to record 
“Bad” and been sent home to write 
some better songs. The man on the 
door would have said “I’m sorry 
Mr.Jackson, we have listened to your 
home demos and we couldn’t possi- 
bly let you record anything so vacu- 
ous and boring, besides, we have just 
discovered a band from Tierra Del 
Fuego called The Hollowed-out Fos- 
silised Pigs who have some very 
salient points to make about chicken 
farming and an interesting new vi- 
braphone technique, and they are 
going to be using this studio for the 
next three weeks”. 

If you think this sounds a bit 
Stalinist consider the following: 

a) If the Hollowed-out Fossilised 
Pigs turned up at Michael Jackson’s 
favourite studio to record the most 
brilliant music in the world under the 
current system they wouldn’t even 
have been allowed to stand in the car 
park. 

b) Under this other system Michael 
Jackson would at least have been 
given the chance to make one record 
without having to submit demo tapes 
to prove he was worth the studio 
time. No-one would stop him re- 
cording “Bad” at his own expense 


anyway. 











13. How to make an album 

The record album became an art 
form in its own right in about 1967; 
the Beatles’ “Sergeant Pepper” is 
usually thought of as being the first 
one. What distinguished Sergeant 
Pepper from most previous pop L.P.s 
was the way in which its creators 
regarded it: - as a whole work rather 
than a collection of songs. This was 
an approach which the Beatles had 
been evolving gradually since their 
Rubber Soul LP in 1965. Other 
people had been heading in the same 
direction too; The Beach Boy’s “Pet 
Sounds” LP is often cited; although 
thematically cohesive in a less obvi- 
ous way than Pepper it stands apart 
from the rest of The Beach Boys’ 
records, and everything else going 
on at the time, because of all the 
peculiar production and 
compositional techniques which Brian 
Wilson was getting up to. Another 
example of a pre-Pepper “album” 
was “Absolutely Free” by The Moth- 
ers of Invention which did have 
themes carried on from song to song 
plus a planned overall structure. 

But the point is that when the 
famous Beatles record came out eve- 
ryone said: “ah ha, the long playing 
gramophone record in pop music is 
no longer a thing for putting half an 
hour of your latest songs on, it is now 
an artistic medium”. They weren’t 
about to say anything like that about 
a Frank Zappa record no matter what 
kind of a new art form he’d invented 
because he was well known for being 
an outrageous weirdo, but every- 
body liked the Beatles. Also the 
Beatles had put a lot of work into 
their album and produced something 
pretty impressive. 

So: before Sergeant Pepper the 
art form was “the pop song” (or the 
single), and after Sergeant Pepper the 
art form was “the album”, a more 
substantial and complicated work 
which could rival operas and novels 
for the attention of serious television 
programmes on BBC2. As no musi- 
cian can resist the flattery of having 
his work analysed by people sitting in 
leather chairs and wearing glasses, 
the new form found wide appeal. 

[By the way, a record “album” is 
the same kind of thing as a stamp 


“album”. In America in the forties a 
record album was a bound volume of 
78 rpm discs with pages which were 
sleeves for the records. As 78s only 
lasted about six minutes a side you 
needed a whole book full of them for 
a long classical piece. When L.P.s 
were invented in the early fifties they 
were designed to be the right length 
for the average classical symphony, 
about forty minutes, so the length of 
the modern pop L.P. was decided by 
Beethoven in the early nineteenth 
century.]* 

This is how to make an album: 

1) Write some songs and record 
them. You don’t have to have a 
grand concept in mind all along, 
unless you particularly want one... or 
wake up in the middle of the night 
and realise you’ve got one... or steal 
one from a book of poetry... or buy 
one from a grand concept shop etc. 
Continuity of style tends to happen 
naturally if you’re working on an 
L.P.s worth of songs all at the same 
time, possibly also continuity of lyri- 
cal themes: - say if you wrote all the 
lyrics while watching a James Bond 
film and borrowed heavily from the 


* As was the CD, the criterion for which 
was that it could contin the whole of 
Beethoven’s 9th Symphony. Ed. 
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dialogue, or if your only interest 
apart from music is knitting and you 
find yourself naturally drawn to that 
subject every time you pick up a pen. 

Anyway, you will need about 
forty minutes of music to fill up an 
L.P. In the early sixties it was com- 
mon for L.P.s to be a lot shorter, 
often no more than thirteen minutes 
a side, but with improvements in 
pressing technology it became possi- 
ble to fit on more music and still 
retain a reasonable number of deci- 
bels and a wide frequency range, so 
these days L.P.s which are less that 
seventeen minutes a side don’t seem 
like very good value. An L.P. side 
longer than about twenty three min- 
utes may lose a bit of sound quality. 

2) Work out a running order. 
This is fun, it’s like doing a big jigsaw 
puzzle but with no rigid rules about 
which pieces fit where. You will find 
that some tracks sound like good 
endings or beginnings for sides. So - 
put the anthemic show stopper at the 
end of side two, the brisk catchy one 
at the beginning of side one, or 
maybe the anthemic show stopper 
last but one on side two followed by 
the light hearted waltz about rabbits 
for light relief, or maybe the anthemic 
show stopper at the end of side one 
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with the light hearted rabbit waltz at 
the beginning of side two and have it 
leading into the noisy seven minute 
number which starts with the heavily 
distorted soprano sax solo. Then 
when you’ve worked out a plan like 
this you edit the tracks together in 
this order and see what they sound 
like. If you don’t like the way some 
of the songs fit together you can go 
away and re-think part of the run- 
ning order. 

3) You will find it easier to create 
an interesting running order if the 
length of the songs varies a fair bit - 
ideally some one and a half minute 
tracks and some seven minute tracks. 
If all your songs last three minutes 
things will be in grave danger of 
becoming boring. The best thing to 
do in this situation is cut some of 
them in half by editing bits out, and 
link some others together. 

It’s a good idea to have some 
non-song tracks handy to break up 
the monotony of having one song 
after another all the way through the 
record. These can be anything: inter- 
esting noises you found while walk- 
ing through an industrial estate car- 
rying a cassette recorder, experimen- 
tal pieces made by taping a Kylie 
Minogue record and then cutting it 


to ribbons with a razor blade - 
putting bits on backwards etc, weird 
poetry recited to the accompaniment 
of bag pipes. Anything. This sort of 
thing can also be used to make the 
structure of a particular song more 
interesting by editing it into the 
middle of it. So it might go: Verse/ 
Chorus/solo/hooting owls and agri- 
cultural machinery/chorus or some- 
thing like that. Another good trick is 
to start the L.P. with the hooting 
owls and agricultural machinery; this 
will scare crap out of any Dire Straights 
fans who accidentally put the record 
on. (You can tell when Dire Straights 
fans have had the crap scared out of 
them because they will look uncom- 
fortable and ask to hear something 
they “know” instead). 

4) There is only one completely 
inflexible rule about making albums. 
NEVER make an album with six 
tracks on each side. In any reasonable 
society this would be punishable by 
law and carry a lifetime ban on 
making records. To illustrate this 
point here is a list of ten albums 
which do not have six tracks on each 
side followed by a list of albums 
which do. In the first list the title of 
the album is followed by the number 
of tracks on each side. 
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Albums without six tracks on each side: 
1) THE BEATLES “Revolver” (7/7). 
2) ELVIS COSTELLO “Get Happy” 
(11/10). 

3) ROBERT WYATT “Ruth is stranger 
than Richard” (4/4). 

4) THE PIXIES “Doolittle” (7/8). 

5) HATFIELD AND THE NORTH 
“Hatfield and the north” (7/8). 

6) ELECTRO HIPPIES “The only good 
punk...” (162/162). 

7) ALVARO “Drinkin my own sperm” 
(4/3). 

8) FAUST “The Faust tapes” (?/?). 

9) THE SMITHS “Meat is murder” (5/ 
4). 

10) SOFT MACHINE “Volume two” 
(10/7). 


Albums with six tracks on each side. 

1) JASON DONOVAN “Ten good rea- 
sons”. 

2) NEW KIDS ON THE BLOCK 
“Hangin’ tough”. 

3) TOP OF THE POPS ORCHESTRA 
“Hot hits 16”. 

4) SERGIO MENDEZ AND BRAZIL 
’88 “Go latin”. 

5) ? “Sounds like Slade”. 

6) VERA LYNN “Golden greats”. 
7)MAX BYGRAVES “Singalong- 
awaryears”. 

8) RICHARD CLAYDERMAN “The 
love songs of Andrew Lloyd Webber”. 
9) JAMES LAST AND HIS ORCHES- 
TRA “...play the hits of the Nolans”. 
10) L.S.O. “E.T. original soundtrack”. 


So, which list would you like your 
album to be in? 


5) Design a sleeve and a pair of 
labels. This is simple enough as long 
as you remember not to put a glossy, 
soft focus colour photograph of the 
band on the front of the sleeve. 
There is a certain amount of informa- 
tion which is usually included, but 
hardly any of it is absolutely neces- 
sary. For instance: 

a) The name of the band. It’s best 
to put this on the front if you want 
anyone to buy it; unless you are as 
famous as Led Zeppelin. 

b) The title, otherwise people 
will think it is just called after the 
band. 

c) A list of the tracks. It’s best to 
set these out neatly in a block, in- 











cluding the lengths and numbers of 
the tracks. 

d) Credits. The drummer will 
sulk if you don’t put his name on the 
back; but under no circumstances 
write: “special thanks to Bez, Jiz, 
Gozz, Geoff “give it a bit of stick” 
Johnson, Sue for making the tea, 
Nez, Kipper, Rob “more reverb” 
Bilston and Sam the dog”. 

e) Sleeve notes. You can include 
some of these if you really feel any- 
thing needs to be explained. One 
thing to avoid here is asking your 
friend the local disc jockey to write 
sleeve notes; he will write: “Hull 
isn’t exactly the name which springs 
most readily to mind when hard 
rockin’ is mentioned but when I first 
heard The New Modern Pop Cats 
down at my local pub the rafters 
were really moving... the twelve hot 
numbers contained on this prime 
slice of vinyl are evidence enough 
that the Hull music scene is alive and 
kickin’”... which is practically the 
same thing as printing “This record is 
utterly dismal and generally less fun 
than hanging yourself” in big letters 
on the cover. Another thing to avoid 
is the “Bob Dylan-Bringing it all 
back home” surreal sleeve note style 
which was ok when Bob Dylan did it 
in 1965 but has since been done to 
within an inch of its life. 

f) A copyright warning. These 
have no point. They just sit there 
looking ugly, like a dead fly squashed 
on the sleeve. Don’t include one. 

g) Other things like the name of 
the record company and who wrote 
and published the songs. There are 
technical reasons for these - see the 
chapter on publishing. 

h) Your address - if you want 
people to write you nice letters say- 
ing they think you are jolly clever. 


After you’ve made two or three 
albums and are starting to get good at 
it, you may be ready to think about 
making a double album. The double 
album is the ultimate art form in pop 
music and every band should have 
the ultimate aim of making one. A 
double album is to an album what a 
feature film is to a short television 
drama production. It has scope, depth 
and mystery which a single album 
lacks. The panoramic range of a 


double album should stretch out be- 
fore the listener like a vast, alien 
supermarket full of hitherto unknown 
exotic items, each one of which 
demands detailed investigation. The 
contents of four whole L.P. sides 
packed with ideas can’t completely 
be grasped until the record has been 
listened to many times. (This is if you 
do it properly of course; double live 
L.P.s by grotesque heavy metal bands 
with colour snap-shots of the band 
posing all over the cover don’t count). 

Prime examples of the genre are: 
Captain Beefheart’s “Trout Mask 
Replica”, “Tago Mago” by Can, 
The Crass’ “Stations of the Crass” 
and “Uncle Meat” by The Mothers 
of Invention. It’s difficult to think of 
many good examples which were 
made later than the early seventies, 
and the blame for this rests with Yes 
who made a double album called 
“Tales from Topographic Oceans” 
in 1972. This brought double albums 
into disrepute by claiming to a so- 
phisticated and intellectual work of 


art, (it said so in the sleeve notes), 


while being blatantly obtuse and 
juvenile. After this, anyone making a 
double album would automatically 
be called pompous and pretentious 
no matter what the record sounded 
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like. From 1972 onward no music 
journalist, when given anything more 
intelligent than a Clash album to 
review, could resist showing it the 
“Pompous and Pretentious” card. It 
was so much less effort than sitting 
down and listening to it carefully. 
Another knee- jerk reaction to dou- 
ble L.P.s goes: “It would have made 
a better single L.P.” This is a fatuous 
remark which can be translated as “I 
have the attention span ofa newt”. It 
was even levelled at The Beatles’ 
“White Album”. This is one of the 
best records ever made, but obvi- 
ously, if you remove the best four- 
teen tracks and turn them into a 
single L.P. the quality will be consist- 
ently higher. If you take these four- 
teen tracks and remove the best four 
it would make an even more consist- 
ently good 12" single; the only prob- 
lem is that by this time you will have 
thrown away twenty six brilliant 
songs. What sort of idiot would want 
to leave “Why don’t we do it in the 
road?” and “Revolution 9” from the 
white album on the grounds that 
they don’t like them as much as, say, 
“Dear Prudence”? A pop music jour- 
nalist who can’t think of anything 
sensible to write possibly. 
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It isn’t yet clear what impact the 
compact disc is going to have on the 
album as art an form. So far the 
tendency has been for bands to carry 
on thinking of albums in terms of 
two sides of black vinyl and to put 
some extta tracks on the C.D. ver- 
sion. (You can fit up to about seventy 
five minutes of music onto a C.D. so 
only putting on forty minutes’ worth 
doesn’t seem like very good value). 
Presumably as L.P.s are replaced com- 
pletely, as they inevitably will be, by 
C.D.s, the perception of the album 
will be changed. An album will con- 
sist of over an hour of music which 
isn’t divided into two halves, (unless 
you want to break it up by putting an 
intermission in the middle of course). 
This is bad news for Stock, Aitken 
and Waterman (they’ll have a terri- 
ble time filling up a C.D. with sev- 
enty minutes of Jason Donavon), and 
good news for everybody else (we 
don’t have to buy it, we can get one 
full of seventy five minutes of good 
music instead). 


14. Getting your record pressed 

As mentioned earlier, if you can get 
someone else to press your records 
for you it will save you a lot of effort 
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and money, but the chances are that 
you will end up having to do it 
yourself. In fact persuading someone 


‘to put your record out can take as 


much effort as doing it yourself and 
will inevitably be more depressing; 
so it may be best to think in terms of 
getting the records pressed yourself 
from the start. The obvious snag is 
the fact that its quite expensive; it 
costs at least £1,200 to press a thou- 
sand L.P.s and about £2,000 to press 
a thousand compact discs. If how- 
ever, you can raise the money in the 
first place it isn’t too difficult (even- 
tually) to sell enough copies to get 
your money back, and also you get 
the benefit of the total artistic control 
that famous bands always used to 
complain about not getting from 
their record companies. So, assum- 
ing that you’ve found your twelve 
hundred quid, this is how to get a 
record pressed... 


There are various separate proc- 
esses involved in making an L.P. and 
these are mostly all performed by 
different firms in different places. 
You can deal with all the 
individually if you like but it is 
simpler to go to an agency which 
specialises in organising the whole 
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thing for you. The agency will take 
a cut of your money but won’t 
necessarily charge you any more than 
you would have paid to the firms 
themselves because they negotiate 
with them to get cheaper prices than 
you would be offered. Isn’t free 
enterprise capitalism wonderful?... if 
you’re a company director. 

So, the first thing to do may be to 
get hold of some sort of trade cata- 
logue such as the Music Week Di- 
rectory, look up record pressing agen- 
cies and ring them up to find out 
which is the cheapest. 

Let’s have a look at all the differ- 
ent bits of the process anyway though. 


1) Cutting the record. This hap- 
pens in a cutting room and is the 
place where your tapes are changed 
into grooves on a disc for the first 
time. You can either find a cutting 
studio yourselfin the aforementioned 
trade publication or, better still, by 
word of mouth - you’re bound to 
know someone who knows about 
this kind of thing, possibly the re- 
cording engineer you’ve been work- 
ing with or someone else you know 
who’s in a band - or the agency 
you’ve decided to use will probably 
suggest that you use their favourite 
one. 

You don’t need to go to the cut, 
but it’s probably best because there 
are decisions to be made about the 
sound of the recording at this stage 
and if you don’t go along to make 
them the cutting engineer will make 
them for you. Anyway... you make 
an appointment to cut your record, 
possibly via your agency, and then 
you go along to the cutting room 
with your master tapes - (which are 
recorded on quarter inch half track 
tape remember). The cutting engi- 
neer will take your master tape and 
put it onto a phenomenally expen- 
sive tape recorder which when you 
first came into the room you mistook 
for a bit out of a nuclear submarine. 
He will ask you if the tape has got any 
tones on it and you will say “I don’t 
think so, what are tones?” This won’t 
worry him though, he will proceed 
to play your master tape over the 
most expensive hi fi equipment in the 
world. This will make your music 
sound better than ever before while 








simultaneously making the gear you 
recorded it on sound like a pile of tin 
cans being dropped out of the back of 
a landrover with engine trouble. The 
tape recorder in the cutting room is 
linked up to a lathe which looks like 
a big record deck with extra bits. It 
physically cuts grooves into a laquer 
which looks like a giant smooth L.P. 
The laquer is the finished product 
from this part of the process. On its 
way from the tape recorder to the 
lathe various things can happen which 
alter the sound of the music. Firstly 
the engineer has to decide how much 
volume level he can get onto the 
record. This is partly governed by the 
length of the music because the 
higher the volume on the tape the 
more the grooves move from side to 
side and consequently the more room 
they take up on the laquer. So if your 
L.P. is thirty minutes a side the 
finished record will be much quieter 
than if it was twenty minutes a side. 
This is generally to be avoided be- 
cause the sound of the stylus scraping 
through the grooves, like tape hiss, 
stays at the same volume whatever 
happens. Level is also affected by 
such things as the amount of stereo 
separation and the density of the 
music (if your L.P. consists entirely of 
talking, if it was a play rather than 
music for instance, you would be 
able to fit a lot more of it onto each 
L.P. side). The level of the music cut 
into the laquer can also be varied 
from track to track, or during a track 
if you like, which is handy if some of 
the tracks on your record are re- 
corded at different volumes and you 
don’t want them to be; and you can 
fade a track down at the end if you 
want to tidy up some tape hiss or cut 
of the bit where the bass player put 
in an extra note because he wanted 
to be the last one to finish. Secondly 
the tone of the music can be altered 
at this stage; you can make the bass 
louder, or even boost the volume of 
some particular middle frequency to 
make the singing louder or suppress 
the oboe player etc. 

While you’re in the cutting room 
don’t forget to have a chat with the 
engineer. As every cutting studio 
costs more or less the same to hire 
you will probably find that you are in 
the same studio where your favourite 


seventies album was cut; the engi- 
neer will tell you some interesting 
anecdotes about how the lead singer 
came to the cut stoned out of his 
mind on Evostick and ate the lathe. 
Finally, you get to write cryptic 
messages inside the freshly cut grooves 
on the laquer. Think up something 
devestatingly witty before you go to 
the cut, otherwise you will end up 
writing something which isn’t. 


2) When you come out of the 
cutting studio with your two laquers 
(one for each side), all you have to do 
is hand them over to the pressing 
plant and go home and wait. The 
pressing plant will tell you (or your 
agency) that the records will be ready 
“at the end of next week”. It’s 
important to remember NOT to fall 
to the ground and roll about con- 
vulsed by laughter at this point be- 
cause you can seriously rupture inter- 
nal organs by doing this. Pressings 
always take six weeks, except in 
December when they take until Feb- 
ruary. 

This is what happens in pressing 
plants: 

a) For the first five weeks they 
press other peoples’ records. (Ones 
on big record labels who want about 
a hundred million records pressing 
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every week). Don’t bother ringing 
up the pressing plant to ask them 
when your records will be ready 
during this period; they will tell you 
that a pack of wild dogs has got loose 
in the factory and they can’t press 
your record till they’ve coaxed them 
all out of the machinery. 

b) After about five weeks they 
start working on your record. They 
put your laquer in a tank full of 
concentrated nitric acid with alu- 
minium dissolved in it. They put an 
electric current through the alu- 
minium solution and this plates the 
laquer with the aluminium. When 
they take it out they have a negative 
of the laquer made of metal; it has 
ridges instead of grooves. Then they 
use it to mould a metal positive 
which has grooves like the laquer. 
They keep these metal plates for any 
future pressings you may want, so if 
you sell your first thousand L.P.s and 
want another thousand you don’t 
have to pay for the cut or having the 
metalwork made. 

c) Next they make stampers out 
of the metal positives. These are the 
things which they actually press the 
finished records with. By this time 
the labels have to be printed and 
delivered to the pressing plant. The 
stampers are fixed to a machine 









which squashes a round blob of vinyl 
with two labels on either side of it 
into a disk shape. After this happens 
you have a finished L.P. 

d) Then they put them in sleeves 
for you. The inner, white paper 
sleeves are included in the price of 
the pressing, and they also put them 
in the outer sleeves which you should 
have had printed by this time too. 
Finally they pack them into boxes of 
twenty five and wait for you to come 
and get them. 

3) The sleeves and labels are 
printed in different places usually. 
The art work can consist of almost 
anything, but it’s best to produce 
something that looks like what you 
want the finished product to look 
like as opposed to leaving the type 
setting, for instance, up to the printer 
because they will produce the most 
boring design they can think of. 
Scribbling the sleeve notes with a 
biro is preferable. The art work can 
be any size you like. Making it twice 
as big as the finished product is a 
good idea because this will make all 
the thumb prints and other mistakes 
look twice as small. Also bear in 
mind that labels are round and sleeves 
are square. You can save a lot of 
money by only using one colour; full 
colour sleeves are an extra five hun- 
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dred quid. And don’t forget that the 
records can’t be pressed until the 
pressing plant have the labels, so 
finish your designs before you cut the 
laquer. 


Compact discs and cassettes are 
totally different of course, although 
in both cases you have to start with 
a process similar to the cut. Cassettes 
aren’t produced from disc laquers 
(that would be silly wouldn’t it?). 
Instead, the tape equivalent of the 
cutting process ends up with another 
bit of tape - a fatter, continuous piece 
in a steel drum. This is sent to a place 
where they play it at high speed while 
recording lots of copies of it onto 
cassettes which are also going at high 
speed. Why so many people buy pre- 
recorded cassettes is a mystery; you 
can get much higher sound quality 
on cassette by taping your friends 
records on a reasonable hi-fi. This 
probably won’t concern you anyway 
because in the “independent sector” 
(this is what you’re in if you’re 
pressing your own records) vinyl 
records are the dominant medium 
(until compact discs take over) and 
cassettes don’t sell very well at all. 
This is because small independent 
record companies can often only 
afford to manufacture one format 
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and cassette-only releases have a 
credibility problem in that it’s possi- 
ble to release a tape even if you’ve 
just run off five copies of it at home 
- while spending twelve hundred 
quid on your own record implies a 
certain amount of artistic commit- 
ment which may otherwise be ab- 
sent. 

In Britain in 1990 the compact 
disc is still the second choice of 
format for independent record la- 
bels, mainly because L.P.s still sell 
better in the independent sector al- 
though the situation will probably 
change during the next couple of 
years. The best thing about compact 
discs is that they are able to cope with 
the uneven recordings produced by 
home studios. To get a cheap record- 
ing onto an L.P. all the unpleasant 
edges either get removed in the 
cutting room or sound just a bit more 
unpleasant than you wanted them to 
on the finished record. A compact 
disc will reproduce exactly what you 
recorded. 

The end product of compact disc 
“cut” is a big digital cassette with 
time codes on it. You make all the 
same decisions about changing the 
way the music sounds as you do 
when you are cutting an L.P. only 
instead of going to the lathe, the 
signal is recorded digitally on a U- 
matic video tape which is later en- 
coded with additional information 
about the length of the tracks and 
where they begin and end. This 
information can be read off the fin- 
ished disc by your compact disc 
player. After you’ve done all this the 
U-matic tape goes to a compact disc 
factory where they make the equiva- 
lent of metalwork (which is called a 
“glass master”) by removing the dig- 
ital tape from the cassette and cook- 
ing it in an oven at extraordinarily 
high temperatures. Then the indi- 
vidual compact discs are made by 
cutting out circles of cardboard with 
big scissors and gluing shiny Bacofoil 
to them with Pritt. 


15. Copyright and Publishing 

Copyrighting something is the act of 
proving that you thought of it first; 
e.g. writing “I did this in 1990” on 
your record sleeve. Or if you haven’t 








made a record yet you can seal a copy 
of whatever it is in an envelope, post 
it to yourself, make sure the post 
mark is legible, and then leave it 
sealed. Or you could write out the 
lyrics on the wall of Buckingham 
Palace, previously having alerted the 
press so that your arrest would be 
televised. 

If you are worried about how to 
protect your songs and recordings 
from being stolen and think you 
ought to copyright them, consider 
this:- Who would want to steal your 
pathetic little songs anyway? No- 
body. And even if they did you 
wouldn’t bother taking them to court 
because it would be too expensive, 
complicated and frustrating. Also you 
would probably lose. Bruce 
Springsteen, having sneaked into your 
rehearsal room with a cassette re- 
corder under his coat, disguised as a 
traffic warden, and then having used 
all your songs on his new album, will 
make so much money out of your 
genius that he will be able to hire 
Perry Mason to defend him in your 
ensuing law suit. So don’t worry 
about copyright. The people who 
print your labels usually add a stand- 
ard copyright message around the 
edge (you can ask them to if you 
want to make sure), so if you’ve 
made a record it gets to be as copy- 
righted as it will ever be automati- 
cally. 

Song publishing is more impor- 
tant because you might be able to 
make a lot of money out of it; it’s the 
main source of income for profes- 
sional song writers. Whenever a 
radio station plays a song on the radio 
in Britain it has to pay a certain 
amount of money to an organisation 
called the Performing Right Society. 
The PRS is a society of music pub- 
lishers, composers and authors which 
exists to collect revenue from song 
writing and distribute it to its mem- 
bers; (they also take ten percent off 
the top). This means that if you have 
a song played on the radio you will 
get some money for it providing that 
you or your publisher are a member 
of the PRS. 

It’s best not to sign up to a music 
publisher if you can avoid it because 
all they do is get your money from 
the PRS, take a third of it, and give 


you the rest. (Also it has been known 
for publishers to collect your money 
from the PRS and then keep all of it 
without telling you). It is just as easy 
to collect your money from the PRS 
yourself. You do this by becoming a 
member; get their number from di- 
rectory enquiries (they’re in central 
London), ring them up and ask them 
to send you some details about how 
to join. You can either become a 
writer member or a publisher mem- 
ber, but you will only need to be a 
publisher member if you are plan- 
ning to release records by other 
people and publishing their songs. 
They charge a fee to join, about £30 
for a writer and £130 for a publisher, 
and you have to prove that you own 
the rights to a certain number of 
songs which have been publicly per- 
formed, by sending them a copy of a 
record or a poster for a gig. As a 
rough guide to the huge amounts of 
money to be made from song writ- 
ing: if you have a three minute pop 
song played on Radio One you get 
about £50; (on network ITV you’d 
get hundreds but on most local radio 
you only get a few pence - it’s based 
on viewing/listening figures and the 
length of the song). This is why, in a 
successful band, the one who writes 
the songs earns more than all the 
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others put together. 

Another useful thing about being 
a member of the PRS is that they give 
out a “non performance allocation” 
every year. This is money which they 
have collected for things not directly 
related to particular songs - music 
licenses from pubs etc. and they share 
this out among all their members 
who have had at least one radio play 
during the previous year. The mini- 
mum amount for a writer- member is 
about £30, so even if you can only 
manage one local radio play you can 
still get back your membership fee. 

Once you’ve released your song 
on a record anyone else is free to 
record it too. The only restriction on 
this is if you can prove that they are 
“bringing the copyright into disre- 
pute”, eg: if they change the lyrics to 
include libellous statements about 
Roy Castle or add the word “blanc- 
mange” before every noun in the 
song. Usually it’s good news if some- 
one covers one of your songs though 
because you still get all the publish- 
ing money. Also you would be enti- 
tled to another sum of money known 
as a “mechanical royalty” which is 
the writer’s share of the record sales. 
To get this you have to be a member 
of the organisation which collects it, 
the Mechanical Copyright Protec- 
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tion Society. You don’t need to join 
the MCPS if your songs are only 
appearing on records on your own 
label because the MCPS won’t bother 
asking you to pay mechanical royal- 
ties to yourself, but if Phil Collins 
puts one of your songs on his new 
album you will be entitled to a 
certain sum of money calculated by a 
complicated formula which only the 
MCPS understand. Suffice to say it 
can mount up to quite a lot if his 
album sells hundreds of thousands of 
copies. 

So, although in certain circum- 
stances it may be a good idea to sign 
to a publishing company - if they give 
you large sums of money and free 
studio time and make strenuous ef- 
forts to get your band signed to a big 
record label for instance, it’s usually 
best to join the PRS and do it 
yourself. 


16. How to sell records 

The best way to sell records is di- 
rectly to the people who want to buy 
them, either by mail or at gigs. This 
has the following advantages: You 
can charge less money for them and 
make more at the same time, you 
don’t have to give any of it to 
unspeakable capitalist bastards who 
run distributors and shops, and you 
don’t have to wait for the money to 
turn up about three months later. 
The disadvantage is that you won’t 
be able to sell very many like this, so 
you'll probably end up having to deal 
with unspeakable capitalist bastards 
as well. 

In theory signing a distribution 
deal can save you a lot of work. 
There are several independent dis- 
tributors in Britain, the largest one 
being an organisation called “the 
Cartel” which is formed out of vari- 
ous different regional distributors. It 
isn’t very difficult to persuade one of 
the members of the Cartel to distrib- 
ute your record as this involves al- 
most no financial investment on their 
part. The worst thing that can hap- 
pen from their point of view is that 
your records will waste some of their 
warehouse space for a while. Dis- 
tributors notify lots of shops and 
export companies that your record 
exists, and if any of them order it they 


send it to them, usually by Securicor 
within a couple of days. The shops 
pay for the records about a month 
later. The distributor sends you a 
statement telling you how many cop- 
ies your record sold in a particular 
month a month or two later, and a 
month or two after that they send 
you some money. Most distributors 
take about thirty percent of the “dealer 
price” (the dealer price is what they 
charge the shop for your record), and 
the shop marks your record up by 
whatever it feels like. So, the shop 
pays the distributor about £4 for an 
L.P. which it sells for about £6.50, 
and you get about £2.80 for it. You 
could try selling it to the distributor 
for less, and the distributor will still 
take thirty percent, but the shop will 
probably still sell it for £6.50. The 
dealer price for a CD is usually about 
£7, for a 12" single it’s £2.15 and 
for a (soon to be obsolete) 7" single 
it’s £1.15 (you can work out the rest 
yourself). 

The other thing you could do is 
try to sell your records to shops 
directly. This might work in the case 
of some really big places which sell 
millions of records or who specialise 
in obscure independent labels, but 
mostly you'll find it isn’t very cost 
effective. You may have more luck 
selling records to export companies; 
there’s a large market for independ- 
ent records in West Germany for 
instance. Get their names out of the 
Music Week directory and ring them 
up. 

Allin all, unless you find that you 
can sell hundreds of albums every 
time you play a gig, or think of a 
brilliant way of advertising your mail 
order company, you'll probably be 
best off with a national distributor. 
However, distributors won’t usually 
promote your records for you. You 
will have to do a bit of promotion, 
otherwise no-one will ever find out 
that your record exists. This is slightly 
less demeaning and futile than trying 
to get signed up to a big record 
company, and may bring you into 
contact with slightly less horrible 
people - (except for Radio One 
producers who are a bunch of nause- 
ating, flatulent egomaniacs). 

Promoting a record involves giv- 
ing away lots of copies of it free to 
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people who don’t want them. People 
who are paid by music papers to 
review records, however, have to 
review something so there’s a slight 
chance that they may pick your record. 
There are only four places to which 
it is worth sending your record: the 
New Musical Express, Sounds, the 
Melody Maker and John Peel. (Pos- 
sibly also Andy Kershaw if you live in 
Zimbabwe). The three main music 
papers will sell your record, along 
with a pile of others, at the nearest 
second hand shop within half an hour 
of receiving it, but there’s a slight 
chance that they might give it a 
review; and John Peel will probably 
play the latest Fall album for the 
hundredth time instead of yours, but 
there’s a chance he might play it and 
you'll get your £50 from the Per- 
forming Right Society. It probably 
isn’t worth sending out any “promos” 
apart from these four unless you 
happen to know someone who writes 
for a magazine in Austria who thinks 
your band is jolly good indeed, or 
someone who does a show on Radio 
Hinckley who likes your band so 
much that he will do a four hour 
radio special about you every time 
you make a record. The longer your 
band exists the more people like this 
you will come across. 

The only other thing you can do 
is organise an elaborate publicity 
stunt. Assassinate Margaret Thatcher 
perhaps; this should result in some 
publicity if you handle it carefully 
enough - send out a press release 
about it timed to arrive the day after 
- but make sure you don’t miss or 
you'll look silly. 

What all this amounts to is that 
there is no foolproof way of making 
people buy your records unless you 
have several million pounds to spend 
on tiresome things like buying up lots 
of copies of it in chart return shops. 
There are many little tricks of this 
nature regularly played by large record 
companies but which are outside the 
ability of small ones. In an ideal 
world Radio One wouldn’t play the 
records anyway and the tricks 
wouldn’t work. 

Don’t let this put you off making 
music though. 


(Part 1 of this article appeared in Vol.3 no.2). 








Notes from Thug’s Casebook 


Fred Borage 





ON ONE OF THOSE DAYS OF THE 
week one year somewhere or other it all 
started. What happened was completely 
unexpected and only someone making a 
completely random guess could know, but 
detective work does not rely on guesswork. 

Inspector Stalin heaved his desk out of 
the 15th floor window of New Scotland 
Yard and said with a gallic shrug, “I suppose 
reality thinks it can come up with a crime 
that I cannot solve, ch mon vieux Thug? 
Order me two tickets on the 6am to 
Bodmin.” 

It was one of those foggy days such as 
used to lay around London like the gloved 
hand of a murderer in those days before the 
smokeless fuel legislation of the 1950s, and 
it wasn't possible to see what had become of 
Stalin's desk because the sound of its fall 
was completely muffled and swallowed by 
the fog, the texture of which was similar to 
Sainsbury's Lentil Soup. 

By the time the train arrived in Bodmin 
dawn was breaking and the sky was spat- 
tered with briliant vermilions, greens and 
scarlets. The violent Clay hills and tin 
windings and the heaving peristaltic action 
of the train seemed to echo the reason for 
our journey: Murder! 


LORD GRIMETHORPE’S MURDER 
had been particularly vicious and vile and 
sickening and nauseating and disgusting. 
Apart from that it was motiveless, without 
clues, improbable and employed a com- 
pletely unfathomable method: the only sort 
of murder that interested Stalin, who 
couldn't be bothered with murders that did 
not involve an intellectual puzzle. Stupid 
murderers always got away with it when 
Stalin was on a case. 





Stalin glanced out of the trap which 
purveyed usto Grimethorpe Towers, home 
of the Grimethorpe family, and said, “Do 
you notice something odd about the trap, 
Thug?” Apart from the blood splashes, I 
was quite at a loss as to what he might have 
meant, so I made a wild guess: “Lord 
Grimethorpe was known as a tight bastard 
and this carriage is too flash for him.” 

“Very good, Thug, but I was thinking 
of the mud on the driver's boots; mud like 
that is only found in North Wales, so I 
think we will find a Malay seaman staying 
in the Grimethorpe Arms, should we stay 
there this night rather than solving the 
crime.” 

“How on earth did you come up with 
that amazing deduction, Sir?” I replied, 
amazed as usual by Stalin's ability to add 2 
and 2 and come up with an unusual answer. 

“Well, that’s not difficult to deduce, 
Thug. You observe, I am sure, the dishev- 
elled appearance of our man, and the small 
cut under his left chin, and the fact that he 
recks of alcohol? Well he's obviously come 
directly from the Grimethorpe Arms, 
where he spent the night drinking, inadvert- 
ently donning the wrong pair of boots in 
the process. Notice that he has them on the 
wrong feet.” Stalin's powers of observation 
were incredible, as evinced by his various 
detective manuals, such as “The History of 
Every Single Shoe that has Ever Been Made 
Since 1500”, &c. So, clearly he was going to 
continue talking unless I could think of 
some way of stopping him. 

“Life would be a total bore if people 
didn’t murder each other, Sir,” I asserted. 

“The weather in the Bristol Channel 
was abnormally clear yesterday,” continued 
Stalin. “Did you happen to read the article 
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in fast month's ‘Proceedings of the Astro- 
nomical Society’ about abnormal sunspot 
activity as seen by the Reykjavik Observa- 
tory last year?” At this point I couldn't help 
noticing that the driver started to shift 
nervously on his seat. 

“Good harvest last year. my good man,” 
Stalin remarked to him, casually. 

“No, master, ‘t were a total disaster; all 
the crops failed,” the driver replied. At this 
point I was gripped with the anxicty that 
usually afflicts me when Stalin solved a 
crime without investigating the evidence 
or interviewing any of the suspects. I was 
afraid he would say, “Let's go back to Lon- 
don, Thug, there's nothing more to be done 
here”, but instead he pushed the driver force- 
fully from the trap and leapt forward to 
grasp the reins: “I don't think professors of 
physics usually work as footmen for Lord 
Grimethorpe.” he said, “I think we should 
go back.” 

“What happened, did Grimethorpe se- 
duce your sister, ch?” said Stalin. “You 
thought you would pick us up in the trap 
and find out what we knew? Well, now you 
know that I know that you killed Lord 
Grimethorpe, using your knowledge of 
pressurised gas liquifaction techniques to 
help you. I am afraid your accent gave you 
away. We're going to give you a chance, 
which is more than you gave Lord 
Grimethorpe: we're going to throw you off 
the Bodmin suspension bridge, you will 
then have a calculable chance of survival 
when you hit the river Bod at the bottom. 
So, we'll say no more about it.” 

“I comes from Boscastle,” groaned the 
footman. 


“THERE ARE NO REALLY GOOD 
murders anymore, Thug,” Stalin said on the 
way home, “I almost feel tempted to com- 
mit a few myself to give myself a chal- 
lenge.” 

“Yes, Sir, life is really boring,” | added, 
as the gloomy outlines of London came 
into view. 
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Graphics 


and 


indeterminacy 


Roger Sutherland 


While composers in Europe, such as 
Boulez and Stockhausen, were ex- 
ploring the ramifications of total 
serialism, experimental composers in 
New York were moving in exactly 
the opposite direction: from prede- 
termined structures towards indeter- 
minacy. Some commentators have 
argued that the gulf between the two 
schools is more apparent than real. 
According to Pousseur (1) the out- 
come of serial procedures is to guar- 
antee a permanent renewal and an 
absolute degree of unpredictability, 
while Ligeti (2) has similarly argued 
that serial and chance procedures 
similarly produce aleatory textures in 
which little or no structural logic can 
be discerned. A criticism frequently 
made of serial writing has centred 
upon the contradiction between its 
strict mathematical basis and the 
outward impression of randomness 
or arbitrariness which it creates. 
Reginald Smith Brindle has observed: 


“Although Henri Pousseur’s “Quin- 
tet” is written in 2/4 metre through- 
out, the phrase articulations are com- 
pletely fugitive, giving an impression 
of random rhythmic shapes rather 
then mathematically precise configu- 
rations. This enigmatic, almost “un- 
defined”, quality of such highly pre- 
determined compositions is charac- 
teristic of much music in the style of 
total serialism” (3). 


Whatever the truth of these as- 
sertions, the European serialists and 
the American experimentalists pro- 
ceeded from diametrically opposed 
ideological positions. Boulez’s un- 
compromising pursuit of total 
serialism was intended to obliterate 


all traces of the tonal past, while the 
New York experimentalists (Cage, 
Feldman, Brown, Wolff) used chance 
procedures, and later indeterminacy, 
in order to obliterate compositional 
intention. Their aim, to quote Cage, 
was to “let sounds be themselves 
rather than vehicles for man-made 
theories or expressions of human 
sentiments” (4). There is a certain 
irony in the fact that both schools 
drew their inspiration from the music 
of Webern. For serialism and inde- 
terminacy were founded upon en- 
tirely different interpretations of 
Weberm’s importance. The Europe- 
ans were attracted to the conceptual 
and rationalistic aspects of his music: 
they saw in his refinement and ex- 
pansion of serial technique the possi- 
bility of a totally organised music. 
For the Americans this amounted to 
a sterile matching of numbers with 
sounds in the hope of attaining total 
unity. Wolff was highly critical of 
this approach, arguing that total 
serialism might give rise to an irrel- 
evant complexity. He wrote: 


“There is rather an inevitable natural 
complexity in things (i.e. the struc- 
ture ofa tree) and it cannot finally be 
precisely indicated, controlled or iso- 
lated. To insist on determining it 
totally is to create a dead object” (5). 


The Americans were less inter- 
ested in how Webern’s music was 
constructed than in how it sounded. 
They were impressed by his use of 
silence as an integral element in the 
musical fabric. Webern had used 
silence, not merely as a gap in the 
continuity or a pause to lend empha- 
sis to sounds, but as an element of 
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composition in itself (comparable to 
the way in which contemporary sculp- 
tors had used empty space or “nega- 
tive volume”). They were impressed 
by the emphasis which Webern gave 
to the unique qualities of each indi- 
vidual sound. These aspects of 
Webern’s music led Cage to reach 
far more radical conclusions than 
those of the European serialists. Cage 
reasoned that since sound and silence 
are of equal value in Webern’s mu- 
sic, duration should be given much 
greater structural importance (since 
duration is the one factor which 
sound and silence have in common). 
A musical structure based primarily 
upon units of time allowed for an 
equivalence between pitched sounds 
and unpitched noises, a possibility 
not permitted by serialism insofar as 
it operated within the confines of the 
tempered chromatic scale. Further- 
more, unpitched noise could include 
both notated sounds as well as unin- 
tended or ambient sounds emanating 
from the performance environment. 
As Cage wrote: 


“In indeterminate music those ele- 
ments which are not notated appear 
in the written music as silences, 
opening the doors of the music to the 
sounds that happen to be in the 
environment. This openness exists in 
the fields of modern sculpture and 
architecture. The glass houses of 
Mies Van der Rohe reflect their 
environment, presenting to the eye 
images of clouds, trees or grass ac- 
cording to the situation... There is no 
such thing as an empty space or an 
empty time” (6). 


Despite their common interest in 











Webern, the New York 
experimentalists were not an ideo- 
logically unified school. They shared, 
according to Christian Wolff, not a 
set of ideas but “a desire to do 
something different, so as to be clear 
of styles” (7). According to Feldman, 
such a group gives “a sense of per- 
mission, a feeling that you don’t have 
to fight against an accepted standard 
because others are working outside it 
too” (8). Generally the paths taken 
by these composers diverged but 
overlapped at crucial points. Feldman 
was the first to write partially inde- 
terminate music. At the same time as 
Cage was writing “Music of Changes” 
(1952) in which chance operations 
were applied to composition only, 
Feldman was writing pieces which 
allowed for indeterminacies in re- 
gard to pitch. His “Projection I” 
(1951) for solo cello divided the 
range of the instrument into high, 
middle and low, allowing various 
choices of pitch within the ranges 
indicated. In these early scores, which 
were written on graph paper, the 
pitch ranges are indicated in boxes, 
as shown in Fig. I: 









the musical structure (melody and 
harmony) while timbre functions as a 
decorative or expressive element (one 
could alter the orchestration of a 
Beethoven symphony without de- 
stroying its identity). Feldman’s mu- 
sic operates in reverse fashion, speci- 
fying timbres and leaving pitches to 
be filled in during performance. 

It is important to emphasise that 
Feldman used chance, not in order to 
relinquish compositional control as 
such, but in order to dissolve har- 
monic and melodic continuity, con- 
centrating the listener’s attention upon 
other aspects of musical sound, such 
as timbral changes, different types of 
attack and decay, subtle dynamic 
alterations. As Wolff has remarked: 


“T think Feldman’s interest in inde- 
terminacy has to do with his interest 
in painting. He used to put sheets of 
graph paper on the wall and work on 
them like paintings. Slowly his nota- 
tions would accumulate and from 
time to time he’d stand back and look 
at the overall design. For him it had 
less to do with a belief in chance - it 
was more functional than anything 
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Fig. I 


By requiring the player to make a 
separate decision for each box, 
Feldman aims at dissolving melodic 
continuity, at removing the logical 
connection between one sound and 
the next. The pitch logic of serialism 
is thus ruled out, each note being 
heard as an isolated, disembodied 
timbre. This means that pitch has 
become a secondary characteristic of 
timbre, an idea already suggested by 
Schoenberg when he observed that 
pitch is simply “tone colour meas- 
ured in one direction only” (9). In 
traditional composition the piano 
sketch would specify pitch relation- 
ships, leaving instrumental colours to 
be filled in later (rather like a sketch 
for a painting). Here pitches define 


else. He would talk about different 
“weights” of sound and that was 
simply the easiest way to express 
them. Pitches didn’t really matter as 
there were so many other controls 
and he used chance without its inter- 
fering with expression” (10). 


Feldman regards this technique 
of partial control as the musical 
equivalent of Abstract Expressionism 
in painting. An admirer of the paint- 
ings of Mark Rothko, he has de- 
scribed his works as “time canvases” 
which he “primes with the overall 
hue of music” (11). This description 
suggests a comparison with Ameri- 
can “colour-field” painting, of the 
type pioneered by Rothko, in which 
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large expanses of intense colour shim- 
mer and bleed into each other. 
Rothko’s work eschews drawing in 
favour of an improvisatory method 
which allows colour to determine 
form. His paintings contain a mini- 
mum of incident, textural or other- 
wise (in contrast to the more gestural 
works of Pollock and De Kooning) 
yet exude what Anton Ehreznweig 
has called a quality of “full empti- 
ness” (12). Feldman’s “time can- 
vases” are similarly uneventful yet 
create a very intense atmosphere. 
Long silences are used to accentuate 
the individual qualities of sounds. 
Often, single pitches are repeated 
over and over so that the listener’s 
attention is focussed upon colouristic 
changes or subtle overlappings of 
different instrumental timbres (there 
is a comparison here with the way in 
which Rothko’s colour areas “bleed” 
at the edges). The music seems to be 
aimed at creating a sense of timeless- 
ness rather than a sense of drama, 
progression or climax. “Chorus and 
Instruments II” (1958) exemplifies 
Feldman’s use of harmonic stasis to 
emphasise individual sound qualities. 
Here a slow spaced-out succession of 
single chords is sung very quietly, 
without vibrato, by a mixed chorus. 
Each chord is echoed very gently by 
a combination of brass instruments 
and chimes. Because the instruments 
are played with a minimum of attack 
they sound like the dying resonances 
of the sung chords. The slow, massed 
singing of the chords at such a quiet 
level gives the place a hushed, prayer- 
like intensity and a feeling of im- 
mense acoustic depth, despite the 
music’s limited dynamic range. Here 
pitches are specified while durations 
are relatively free. The conductor 
chooses the duration of each sound 
on the basis of breath control and 
harmonic weight. 

One feels, in listening to 
Feldman’s music, that freedom in 
some areas is coupled with excep- 
tionally rigorous control in others. 
The percussionist Max Nehaus has 
commented that Feldman’s music, 
because it is so soft, has the effect of 
magnifying that area of dynamics 
between pianissimo and piano - we 
hear all sorts of nuances we never 
heard before (7). His solo percussion 








piece “The King of Denmark” (1965) 
creates a timbral structure of extraor- 
dinary delicacy. It is played through- 
out with the fingers, rarely rising 
above pianissimo. The score specifies 
the relative pitch of each note, the 
relative duration (indicated by hori- 
zontal space on paper) while timbres 
are fully determined. The limited 
dynamic range has the effect of em- 
phasising the attack and decay char- 
acteristics of each sound as well as 
subtle differences between sounds 
played by using the fingertips and 
fingernails. The piece has an ethe- 
real, evanescent quality quite unlike 
that of any other work in the percus- 
sion repertoire. In the recorded ver- 
sion, played by Nehaus, the player’s 
inadvertant breathing sounds appear 
as an integral part of the music, 
emphasising its quality of intense and 
intimate ritual. Although Feldman 
says that his aim “is not to compose 
but to project sounds in time, free of 
a compositional rhetoric”, there is no 
denying the intensely expressive qual- 
ity of his music. 

Feldman’s idea of projection im- 
plies that sounds, once initiated, as- 
sume an energy or momentum of 
their own, like the linear trajectories 
of a Pollock or Rothko’s colour 
expanses. This emphasis upon the 
impersonal, autonomous character 
of sound derives from the influence 
of Abstract Expressionist painting, 
which for Feldman offered a solution 
to the impasse of twelve tone or serial 
writing. He has said: 


“The new painting made me desir- 
ous of a sound world more direct, 
more immediate, more physical than 
anything which had existed before. 
Varese had elements of this. But he 
was too Varese. Webern had glimpses 
of it but he was too involved with the 
disciplines of the twelve tone system. 
The new structure required a con- 
centration more demanding than if 
the technique was that of still pho- 
tography, which for me is what pre- 
cise notation has come to imply”. 


Feldman subsequently abandoned 
graphic notation in favour of a more 
deterministic method which never- 
theless allows overlapping planes of 
sound to evolve in a fluid, unruffled 


manner. Cornelius Cardew has em- 
phasised the stylistic continuity be- 
tween the earlier and later works by 
suggesting that Feldman’s later work 
“is himself playing his graph music” 
(8). In his “Piece for Four Pianos” 
(1957) he provides each player with 
the same part, made up of a succes- 
sion of chords, but allows players to 
decide their own durations within a 
specified tempo, producing the im- 
pression of a series of reverberations 
from a single sound source. Subse- 
quent works such as the “Durations” 
series (1960-1) and “For Franz Kline” 
(1962) employ more varied instru- 
mental groupings and give each in- 
strument a different part while leav- 
ing tempi to the discretion of players, 
so that the individual lines move 
towards conclusion at their own pace. 
Unlike most of his contemporaries, 
Feldman has displayed little or no 
interest in electronics or unconven- 
tional sound sources. “I have yet to 
hear”, he has said, “an easy harmonic 
played beautifully and without vi- 
brato with a slow bow on the cello. 
I have yet to hear a trombone player 
come in without too much attack, 
and hold it at the same level... That’s 
why these instruments are not dead 
for me: because as yet they have not 
served my function” (9). 

Like Feldman, Earle Brown (b. 
1926) was not interested in relin- 
quishing compositional control. For 
him the use of chance was a means of 
transcending personal taste and dis- 
covering new structures, but unlike 
Cage he did not pursue the use of 
chance in a dogmatic way. Indeed, 
he has sought to dissociate himself 
from Cage’s single-minded pursuit 
of indeterminacy. He says: 


“I feel that a really indeterminate 
situation is where the self can enter in 
too. I feel that you should be able to 
toss coins and then decide to use a 
beautiful F sharp - be willing to 
chuck the system in other words. 
John just won’t do that” (10). 


Brown’s own experiments in in- 
determinacy were inspired largely by 
the visual arts. In the early 50s he 
was deeply impressed by the “action 
paintings” of the Abstract Expres- 
sionist painter Jackson Pollock, which 


83 


were created by pouring and splash- 
ing paint onto unstretched canvas in 
an unpremeditated fashion. He was 
also impressed by the sculptural mo- 
biles of Alexander Calder in which 
geometric shapes are seen in con- 
stantly changing spatial relationships. 
He wanted to combine the spontane- 
ity and immediacy of action painting 
with the open-ended variable form 
of Calder’s mobiles. He experimented 
with compositional methods that 
would be spontaneously and rapidly 
executed like action painting - avoid- 
ing precise control of details - and 
with mobile, open forms whose se- 
quence of events would vary at each 
performance. The fluid, improvisatory 
quality of Pollock’s work led him to 
abandon metrical notation in favour 
of a system of space-time notation in 
which horizontal space on the page 
equates with approximate time in 
performance. “Time”, he observed, 
“4s an infinitely divisible continuum... 
a musical event can start at any point 
along this continuum.” 

Brown’s indeterminate works fall 
into two categories. The earliest 
works, notated in graphical form, 
require the performer to make major 
decisions concerning both form and 
content. “December, 1952” (exam- 
ple 2) lends itself to a variety of 
interpretations. The rectangles can 
be interpreted as chords or tonal 
clusters while their thickness can be 
taken as indicating the number of 
constituent pitches. A degree of am- 
biguity is inherent in the fact that 
some are arranged vertically and 


“Space-time notation is extremely flex- 
ible. It can be used not only with conven- 
tional pitches and staves (as in Brown’s 
“String Quartet”), but also in purely 
graphic scores without any recognisable 
musical content. Normally, the com- 
poser provides an indication of the basic 
speed at which the score is to be read, 
either once at the beginning of the work 
(as with the traditional system of metro- 
nome markings) or by means of a con- 
tinuous horizontal line on which every 
second or five seconds is marked, so that 
the performers can rehearse with a stop- 
watch if necessary. Although Brown is 
usually considered to have been the 
inventor of space-time notation, in fact 
40 years earlier the Italian Futurist Luigi 
Russolo had devised a similar notational 
system for his noise instruments 
(intonarumori) in the few surviving bars 
of his “Risvoglio di una citta”. 








Fig. 2 


some horizontally. A version made 
some years ago by John Tilbury 
interprets the horizontal rectangles 
as melody and the vertical rectangles 
as harmony. However, the score has 
many other implications. For exam- 
ple, the width of the rectangles can 
be taken as representing degrees of 
loudness and softness. If this correla- 
tion is made, given that the rectan- 
gles fall within a narrow spectrum of 
widths, does this mean that a corre- 
spondingly narrow range of dynam- 
ics should be used? 

A score like “December, 1952” 
poses a whole range of problems to 
the performer and invites him to 
become a collaborator in the shaping 
of the work. The two recorded ver- 
sions of the work indicate the variety 
of possible realisations. David Tu- 
dor’s version is based upon a very 
literal interpretation of the score. 
Horizontal space on paper is taken as 
equivalent to time in performance. 
Tudor establishes precise correla- 
tions between sound and image, thus 
determining relative durations of 
sounds and silences. Similarly the 
relative thickness of lines is taken as 
indicating the densities of tonal clus- 
ters. Prima Vista’s recorded version, 
on the other hand, is a much more 
spontaneous and impressionistic ren- 
dering of the score played by a varied 








instrumental ensemble. The players 
generally avoid precise sound- shape 
correlations but do use the vertical 
rectangles to indicate sounds of defi- 
nite pitch (flute, violin) and the 
horizontal shapes to indicate 
unpitched noises (cello, harpsichord). 

Most of Brown’s early pieces re- 
quire the performer to make crucial 
decisions concerning both musical 
form and material. In later pieces the 
material is specified with varying 
degrees of precision while the overall 
form - the relationship of parts - is 
open-ended and variable, like the 
sections of a Calder mobile. Brown’s 
aim in these pieces is to free musical 
form from a fixed linear chronology. 
The music is divided into “moments”, 
distinct sections, each of which is 
characterised by a specific range of 
timbres, rhythms and textural quali- 
ties. In “Times Five” (1963) for 
ensemble and four-channel tape there 
are five basic sections. Within each 
section the conductor is free to jux- 
tapose and combine the written in- 
strumental materials in spontaneous 
relation to the tape, varying the 
textures, densities and tempi. The 
tape is an unchanging ground upon 
which the live material is superim- 
posed - spontaneously and differ- 
ently in each performance - yet main- 
taining the basic shape and character 
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which the composer has designed. 
The opening section is primarily a 
play of microtonal frequencies around 
F sharp with some harp and double 
bass configurations extended on the 
tape part by being played at twice 
their normal speed. The second sec- 
tion dispenses with fixed pitches and 
explores sounds of a gestural charac- 
ter, analogous to washes and smears 
of texture in Abstract Expressionist 
painting. The third section is made 
up of similar sounds, but of a more 
delicate character, while the fourth 
section is more conventionally musi- 
cal, with clearly defined pitches and 
rhythms. However, the tape part 
(improvised by Brown himself on 
piano, celesta, harp and vibraphone) 
periodically overlaps with these pas- 
sages to create areas of ambiguity. 
Most of the taped sounds are elec- 
tronically modified versions of in- 
strumental sounds, usually altered 
only slightly with regard to speed, 
timbre etc. During the more com- 
plex interactions between tape and 
ensemble Brown’s intention is that 
the audience should be uncertain as 
to the origin of particular sounds. 
The tape, he says, “will always sound 
“instrumental” but rather “impossi- 
ble” relative to the five instruments 
on stage” (12). 

Brown’s work embodies a dialec- 





tical interplay between choice and 
chance, between premeditation and 
improvisatory flexibility. The eight- 
een sections which comprise his 
“String Quartet” (1965) are written 
out with varying degrees of preci- 
sion. In some pitches are notated 
exactly, in others they are indicated 
only in relative terms. Durations are 
relatively freer and are indicated by 
means of “space-time” notation. 
Brown specifies that tight ensemble 
cueing is to be avoided, especially in 
moving from one section to another. 
This is to loosen up the block struc- 
ture of the work and to make it more 
mobile and fluid. 

The final section of the work is 
the most indeterminate. It is written 
in a free graphic notation which 
Brown describes as “Pollock-in- 
spired” (Fig. 3): 


Approx. Freq. 


performance. In 1951 Wolff com- 
posed a number of pieces in which 
symbols were written down the page 
in vertical columns while the player 
was required to read them across the 
page in normal fashion. This proce- 
dure served to destroy intentional 
continuity between sounds. He also 
wrote a number of vocal pieces in 
which exact pitches were dispensed 
with. Instead of conventional pitch 
notation there was simply a line 
meandering across the page and the 
pitch of the singing would move in 
the same general direction as the line 
(Cage used a similar technique in his 
“Aria” of 1958). During the same 
period Wolff wrote several pieces in 
which he tried to discover “how free 
you could be within very narrow 
limits”. “Duo for Violins” (1950) 
uses only four pitches and the interest 








Fig. 3 


This final section is a free coda to 
be assembled spontaneously by the 
quartet. There are between eight and 
ten events for each player, separated 
by vertical dotted lines. Each of the 
musicians may play any of his events 
at any time, in any order and at any 
speed. All of the materials are reca- 
pitulated from earlier in the piece but 
are brought into new and indetermi- 
nate relationships. Brown empha- 
sises that any premeditated ordering 
of these elements would eliminate 
the quality of spontaneous dialogue 
between the players which for him is 
an essential aspect of music-making. 

It was perhaps Christian Wolff 
(b. 1934) who pioneered the most 
radical approach to indeterminacy. 
Being musically self- taught (his back- 
ground was literary rather than mu- 
sical) he had no previously acquired 
musical culture to unlearn. At the 
same time as Cage was using chance 
operations to determine composition 
(as in “Music of Changes”), Wolff 
was exploring systems which allowed 
the chance element to emerge during 


of the piece derives from their differ- 
ent combinations and overlappings. 
These pieces are analogous to con- 
temporary abstract paintings in which 
a limited range of colours or geomet- 
ric forms are arranged and combined 
in various permutations. 

The idea of “freedom within lim- 
its” has governed most of Wolff 
subsequent work. These limits, how- 
ever, are not imposed by a 
compositional framework but by a 
structuring of the contingencies of 
the performance situation itself. 
Rather than composing sound rela- 
tionships Wolff specifies musical ac- 
tions which will have variable out- 
comes. Such actions are experimen- 
tal in the sense defined by Cage: “a 
musical action is experimental when 
its outcome is unforseen” (10). This 
approach was Wolff's solution to a 
practical problem, which was that 
some players were inclined to work 
out their interpretation of a piece 
prior to performance. In order to 
counteract this tendency Wolff be- 
gan notating instructions whose re- 
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sults were impossible to predict. In 
“For Pianist” (1959) Wolff instructs 
the player to go from a note near the 
bottom to a high note as quickly as 
possible. This can have one of three 
outcomes: either the pianist can go 
too high, or too low, or he can hit the 
note exactly. For each possibility 
Wolff prescribed a different continu- 
ation so that the player could not 
know in advance what he would find 
himself doing. 

More complex contingency sys- 
tems govern Wolff's ensemble pieces. 
Here Wolff does not compose in the 
accepted sense but sees his role as 
that of organising the circumstances 
which govern performer interaction. 
In his “Summer for String Quartet” 
(1961) the players constantly have 
different options of what to play: any 
one of three pitches, any pitch at a 
certain loudness, any loudness at a 
fixed timbre. For each possibility 
different responses are indicated. Each 
sound or group of sounds functions 
as a cue which determines the next 
player’s response. Thus the structure 
of a performance will evolve on a 
moment-to-moment basis and will 
therefore be unique and unrepeat- 
able. Despite its indeterminacy - or 
perhaps because of it - Wolff’s pieces 
have an unmistakeable sound. He 
differentiates instrumental sound very 
acutely, requiring players to articu- 
late different kinds of vibrato, attack 
and release, timbre-alteration and 
distortion. The listener accustomed 
to tempered scales or uniform tim- 
bres may miss these subtleties or 
dismiss them as incidental effects but 
they are the very substance of the 
music. The appreciation of Wolff's 
music requires a kind of peripheral 
vision, an unfocussed awareness 
which attends to minutiae of sound 
phenomena which ordinarily pass 
unnoticed. For the players his music 
is extremely demanding, requiring 
not only extreme agility of technique 
but finely tuned aural discrimination 
as well, for the cueing system which 
determines the music’s progress de- 
mands the recognition, at each mo- 
ment, of one among a whole range of 
acoustic possibilities. “For One, Two 
or Three People” (1967) specifies 
twenty-two different modes of sound 
production, ranging from “anything” 








to “a sound involving friction” or 
“slight alteration of a sound”. The 
prerequisites for playing Wolff's music 
are mental alertness and physical 
dexterity as well as an intimate knowl- 
edge of the possibilities of one’s 
instrument. Michael Nyman has ob- 
served (11) that in performance the 
players seem to be in a state of 
perpetual crisis, while the music itself 
appears calm and unruffled, unlike 
that of the European Avant-garde, 
which often sounds as though it 
actually is the expression of crisis. 

As Nyman suggests, the perform- 
ance of Wolff's music is governed by 
perpetual uncertainty while the mu- 
sic itself unfolds in a manner which 
seems both leisurely and inexorable. 
Wolff has stated that his aim is not to 
create the controlled set of perform- 
ance specifications which constitute 
the normal musical score but rather 
to create a piece which is so flexibly 
arranged that it resembles a land- 
scape which can be communally ex- 
plored from a variety of directions 
(12). 

In the early 1970s Wolff wrote a 
number of pieces intended for per- 
formance by untrained musicians. 
The “Prose Collection” (1973) con- 
tains pieces which offer verbal in- 
structions only. Wolff's intention here 
was to see how little he could specify 
and yet still create a piece which has 
a characteristic identity. In “Make 
Sounds with Stones” this identity 
derives principally from the nature of 
the materials used, which impose 
their own characteristic timbres and 
textures. The score reads, in part: 


“Make sounds with stones, draw 
sounds out of stones, using a variety 
of sizes and kinds (and colours); for 
the most part striking stones with 
stones, but also stones on other sur- 
faces... or other than struck (bowed, 
for instance, or amplified)”. 


Interestingly, the limited dynamic 
range of which stones are capable 
tends to guarantee a very restrained 
style of performance in which no 
individual player predominates. Even 
with a large ensemble playing stones 
in a variety of ways the impression is 
one of transparency and textural deli- 
cacy. This impression is sustained 


even in electronically amplified ver- 
sions of the piece, such as that real- 
ised in 1985 by Morphogenesis. Here, 
due to the use of artificial reverbera- 
tion, the piece sounds as though it is 
being played inside a cavernous inte- 
rior. Consequently the players allow 
long pauses for the sounds to die 
away. Although silence is not indi- 
cated in the score it can be seen as a 
necessary requirement of a situation 
involving amplification. Other pieces 
in Wolff's “Prose Collection”, also 
for unorthodox sound sources, simi- 
larly encourage sensitive interaction 
between players without actually 
specifying any rules. 

Like abstract Expressionism in 
painting, indeterminacy started in 
New York but spread rapidly to 
become an international phenom- 
enon. Given its philosophical roots in 
Zen Bhuddism and other oriental 
modes of thought it is appropriate 
that it should have taken root in 
Japan. Here its principle exponent 
has been Toshi Ichyanagi (b. 1933). 
Like Wolff's music that of Ichyangai 
is highly indeterminate yet engen- 
ders a very restrained, even reticent 
style of performance. In his string 
quartet “Nagaoka” he requires the 
instrumentalists to bow where they 
normally finger and finger where 
they normally bow. This, as Cage 
comments, “is miraculous, produc- 
ing a music which does not make the 
air it is in any heavier than it already 
was” (13). Since the players are 
widely separated in space the effect 
of the piece is to spread a net of 
softness over the performance area, 
counteracting the harsher sounds 
emanating from the environment. 
Like Cage Ichyanagi has devised 
various means of freeing his music 
from the impediment of his own taste 
and imagination. In a work called 
“Distance” (1966) he requires the 
players to climb high above the au- 
dience to a net or scaffolding from 
which they can activate instruments 
which are placed below them on the 
floor. This physical separation forces 
the players into an unpredictable 
relationship with their instruments. 
The latter cannot be played directly 
but in an oblique manner which 
severs the relationship between cause 
and effect. A rather incongrous im- 
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pression results from the disparity 
between what is seen and what is 
heard. The audience sees a very 
strenuous activity on the part of the 
players but hears a rather ethereal 
collection of sounds (very loud sounds 
are virtually impossible) punctuated 
by long periods of silence. The piece 
is a perfect visual embodiment of 
Cage’s conception of art as “pur- 
poseless play”. Like Cage, Ichyanagi 
aims at circumventing musical inten- 
tion in order to allow sounds to be 
physically, uniquely themselves. He 
also aims to create structures which 
are open and “hospitable” (to use 
Cage’s own expression) to sounds 
which happen to occur in the envi- 
ronment. He compares the structure 
of his pieces to that of traditional 
Japanese garden design. The ele- 
ments of the garden may be carefully 
planned but they interpenetrate with 
elements from outside: the clouds, 
trees, movements of the stars. These 
aspects change continually, they are 
part of the garden, yet they are not 
controlled by the designer. Ichyanagi 
achieves a similar openess by incor- 
porating into his music long periods 
of silence which act as windows 
through which environmental sounds 
can be heard. 

The analogy with garden design 
can be taken a stage further. The 
elements of the garden are not seen 
in any fixed spatial or temporal ar- 
rangement. How one views them 
depends upon the angle of one’s 
approach - different perspectives are 
possible. Ichyanagi creates this flex- 
ibility in some of his pieces by divid- 
ing the music into layers of sound 
which progress independently of each 
other. Thus in “Life Music” (1966) 
the sounds of a large orchestra are 
picked up by contact microphones 
and are ring modulated during the 
performance. There is no fixed order 
of parts so that in each performance 
a different sequence of events may 
occur. The ring modulators are oper- 
ated according to a separate score 
which has its own strict time sched- 
ule. Thus which sounds will be heard 
in their natural form and which will 
be electronically altered is unpredict- 
able, since the progress of the orches- 
tra is independent of the modulating 
scheme. There is also a tape part 





containing gestural sounds, rather 
explosive in character, created by 
friction on various amplified materi- 
als. The various combinations of 
live/processed and live/recorded 
sound create areas of ambiguity at 
random points. During these pas- 
sages it is difficult to discern how 
sounds are being produced. In its 
combination of orchestra with live 
electronics “Life Music” resembles 
Stockhausen’s “Mixtur”, composed 
during the previous year, but its 
underlying conception is quite differ- 
ent. Whereas Stockhausen aims to 
create unity and integration within 
diversity, Ichyanagi is content to 
allow dissimilarities to coexist. His 
aim, in Cage’s words, “is to achieve 
a multiplicity which is characteristic 
of nature rather than a concentration 
which is characteristic of human be- 
ings”. Since Ichyanagi makes no at- 
tempt to integrate orchestral and 
electronic sounds, allowing them to 
coexist as opposites, “Life Music” 
can be seen as embodying a critique 
of orthodox post- serial works (like 
Stockhausen’s “Kontakte” or Berio’s 
“Differences”) which contain smooth 
transitions between instruments and 
tape. The tape insertions in “Life 
Music” obey no integrative logic but 
appear gratuitously, like those tex- 
tural ruptures which violate smooth 
colour washes in certain abstract 
paintings. 

Despite the seemingly anarchic 
character of his music Ichyanagi’s 
scores impose tremendous constraints 
upon players. His “Piano Piece No. 
7”, one of a series of pieces com- 
posed between 1959 and 1961, speci- 
fies “sustained sounds, no attacks”, 
giving rise to an extremely subtle 
mode of performance which empha- 
sises various types of resonance cre- 
ated (mostly) by means of friction 
directly upon the strings. “Sapporo” 
(1963) involves a complex system of 
coordination recalling Wolffs en- 
semble pieces. Here up to fifteen 
players may use any instrements which 
are capable of executing sharp at- 
tacks and slow glissandi. The interac- 
tive aspect of the piece is covered by 
a symbol which tells the player to 
listen to the sound produced by 
another while continuing his own 
sound, at other times to watch the 


sound making gestures of other play- 
ers, or those of the conductor. At 
these observing moments the player 
may switch from the aspect of the 
notation he is working on to another 
which continues what he has just 
heard. If he cannot find one in the 
score he can exchange parts with 
another player. These strictures al- 
low for a more improvisatory ap- 
proach than Wolffs music while 
calling upon the player’s circumspec- 
tion, alertness and ability to adjust to 
a communal situation. 

The work of Takehisa Kosugi 
(b.1934) parallels that of Ichyanagi in 
its ironic treatment of the relation- 
ship between player and instrument. 
His “Distance for Piano” (1966) re- 
lates in conception to Ichyanagi’s 
piece of the same title. Dedicated to 
David Tudor, “Distance for Piano” 
compels the pianist into a problem- 
atic relationship with his instrument 
because various obstacles are placed 
between the two. The pianist posi- 
tions himself at a specified distance 
from the piano and produces sounds, 
not directly, but by manipulating the 
obstructions. These obstructions act 
as impediments to his virtuosity in 
one sense, and in another as a chal- 
lenge to it. However, the impression 
of the piece is more visual/theatrical 
than musical (insofar as this distinc- 
tion continues to apply in such work) 
since Kosugi is less concerned with 
the sounds themselves than with 
intensifying the performer’s (and au- 
dience’s) awareness of the process of 
making sounds. 

The most radical European expo- 
nent of indeterminacy was probably 
Sylvano Bussotti (b.1941). The seven 
instrumental pieces which Bussotti 
wrote in the latter part of 1959 were 
some of the earliest explorations into 
the field of musical graphics. Like 
Cardew’s “Treatise”, written seven 
years later, these pieces require no 
explanation, for the signs which they 
contain thrive on their enigmatic 
nature. Players are thrown back upon 
their own interpretative resources. 
While concrete traditional signs only 
invade “Treatise” in any significant 
number towards the end of the score, 
Bussotti’s work exhibits this inter- 
play between known and unknown 
sign throughout. The first piece, 
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scored for flute and piano, consists 
mainly of conventional musical sym- 
bols with brief excursions into draw- 
ing at those points where the pianist 
plays directly upon the strings or 
frame of the piano or, with the 
flautist, extends the instrumental tim- 
bres towards the realm of unpitched 
noise. Perhaps the most extreme 
movement in the series, by virtue of 
its purely graphical character, is 
“Sensitivo” for violin (the seventh in 
the series). Yet here the delicately 
wandering lines, embedded in the 
remnants of a musical stave, evoke 
the tremulous quality of a string 
piece in a manner which provokes 
the player’s inventiveness. Bussotti 
calls these seven drawings an “occult 
collection”; they are intended, he 
says, “to evoke immediate and spon- 
taneous interpretation by its play- 
ers”. He goes on: “There is no 
precise explanation of markings. A 
given marking is self-explanatory, or 
is explained by virtue of its magic 
origin. The degree of parallelism that 
can be attained between signs and 
their acoustical realisation will create 
the occult attraction of every realisa- 
tion process”. 

Bussotti’s creative draughtmanship 
appears to be aimed not only at 
stimulating musical inventiveness, but 
also the flamboyant theatrical behav- 
iour which he demands of perform- 
ers. The following section from “Per 
Tre Sul Piano”, the third piece in the 
1959 series, is characteristic in this 
respect. In this work, for three per- 
formers at a single piano, “the instru- 
ment becomes a prone body, alter- 
nately caressed, cajoled and assaulted 
by its suitors”, and the extravagance 
of the notation suggests an appropri- 
ately sensval manner of perform- 
ance. Bussotti has said of this compo- 
sition that he had originally planned 
to provide a detailed explanation of 
the various signs but that, during the 
decade which elapsed between com- 
position and publication, the works 
in the series had already established 
their own aural tradition through a 
succession of performances. The 
ambiguities of the notation were 
therefore to be deciphered in the 
light of that tradition. 

Bussotti was one of the first com- 
posers to establish a dialectic be- 











tween composition and performance, 
to regard the performer as collabora- 
tor rather than executant. Max 
Nehaus’s 1964 rendition of “Cour 
Pour Batteur”, the second piece from 
the ’59 collection, shows the extent 
of this collaboration. The score itself 
(fig. 5) allows for multiple realisa- 
tions since, as well as using ambigu- 
ous signs, Bussotti dissolves the spa- 
tial direction layout of the score by 
arranging the symbols at conflicting 
angles. Also, the page can be read in 
any one of the four rotational posi- 





tions. For his version Max Nehaus 
had four enlargements made of the 
score, one for each of the four posi- 
tions. He then divided each of these 
enlargements into systems by cutting 
them into strips and pasting them 
together in the sequence he wanted 
as the basis of a performance. At the 
same time Nehaus added an addi- 
tional element of indeterminacy 
through the use of amplification. The 
latter has the effect of focussing our 
attention upon unintended sounds, 
since it sensitises the entire perform- 


Fig. 5 Coeur pour Batteur from Sette Foglie. 
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Fig.4 


ance area. During certain sections of 
the piece Nehaus’s body movements 
and unintentional voice sounds are 
highly amplified and become an inte- 
gral part of the music. Also highly 
amplified is a set of cymbals and tam 
tams that are placed within the per- 
formance area. These are not struck 
directly but resonate sympathetically 
with the other instruments, extend- 
ing the tones and adding new tim- 
bres. Realisations such as those by 
Nehaus have assumed a definitive 
character, strongly influencing sub- 








sequent interpretations of Bussotti’s 
scores. 

Nehaus is one of a number of 
performers, along with David Tu- 
dor, whose collaborations with inde- 
terminate composers during the 1960s 
took on an increasingly creative di- 
mension and who might be best 
regarded as composer/performers. 
Nehaus’s performances have given a 
definitive character to a number of 
highly indeterminate scores. His 1966 
realisation of Brown’s graphic score 
“Four Systems” (1962) is a case in 
point. The score (fig. 6) consists 
entirely of horizontal lines of various 


extremely rich, varying between a 
dissonant haziness reminiscent of fil- 
tered white noise and a bell-like 
clarity. 

As well as crystallising scores of a 
highly indeterminate nature - estab- 
lishing their identity through an aural 
rather than a notated tradition - 
Nehaus has also opened up more 
definitive scores to the possibility of 
multiple realisations. “Fontana Mix- 
Feed” is Nehaus’s version of a Cage 
piece in which chance operations are 
used to produce a detailed set of 
performance specifications. Here 
Nehaus reinterprets the piece as in- 




















Fig. 6 
thicknesses and lengths. In interpret- 
ing the score Nehaus bore in mind 
Brown’s conception of space-time 
notation, whereby horizontal space 
on paper correlates with approxi- 
mate time in performance. For his 
version Nehaus took line lengths as 
indicating relative durations and thick- 
nesses as indicating relative dynam- 
ics. The constant thickness of indi- 
vidual lines led him to search for a 
percussive sound with a continuous 
dynamic character rather than the 
usual burst of the attack and sudden 
decay. He chose to realise the score 
using a variety of cymbals whose 
resonance could be extended through 
amplification. He found that contact 
microphones could not only extend 
the decay but also magnify different 
groups of partials within the spec- 
trum (according to where on its 
surface the cymbal is struck), thus 
producing a great variety of timbre 
with an overall monochromatic tex- 
ture. The sound of the piece is 








determinate with respect to perform- 
ance through the use of live electron- 
ics. The performance involves the 
interaction of feedback channels set 
up by resting contact microphones 
upon various percussion instruments 
which are positioned in close prox- 
imity to loudspeakers. Although the 
individual intensity of these channels 
is controlled from the score, the 
actual sounds are determined by the 
acoustics of the room and the posi- 
tions of the mikes relative to the 
instruments and loudspeakers and 
instruments at specific moments (the 
vibrations cause the microphones to 
move around). In short, the factors 
here are so complex that, as Nehaus 
observes (15), “even if the piece 
were performed in the same space 
twice over with the same instru- 
ments and equipment, it would have 
completely different sounds and struc- 
tures each time”. 

Many indeterminate and graphic 
scores require the performer to work 
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out their aural implications in terms 
of a particular instrumental configu- 
ration (“Four Systems” might have 
entirely different implications if 
adapted for violins). This rationale 
governs much of the collaborative 
work which the pianist David Tudor 
(b.1926) has carried out with John 
Cage. His version of Cage’s “Varia- 
tions II” (1962) is for amplified pi- 
ano. The score consists of transpar- 
ent plastic sheets on which are printed 
single straight lines and points. The 
sheets are randomly superimposed 
and perpendiculars are then drawn 
joining lines and points. Measure- 
ments of these lengths are then used 
to determine values for each of the 
six parameters: frequency, loudness, 
timbre, duration, point of occur- 
rence and mode of attack. In adapt- 
ing the piece for amplified piano 
Tudor found himself confronting a 
problem. For in working out the 
score’s implications it became clear 
that the very nature of amplified 
sound was incompatible with the 
specification of discrete values for 
each single parameter. After experi- 
menting with a continuous scale of 
complexity, Tudor discarded the in- 
tervening values in favour of two 
basic states: simple and complex. Ifa 
timbre were specified as simple it 
might have very few harmonics; if 
complex it might be changing in a 
rapid, aperiodic manner. In this reali- 
sation Tudor explores the effect of 
amplification upon very tiny sounds 
which would otherwise be inaudible. 
Each of the four channels of sound 
uses a contact microphone attached 
to the sounding board and a phono 
cartridge (of the sort into which 
needles are inserted for playing 
records) to excite the strings. In 
addition contact mikes and cartridges 
are attached to a variety of everyday 
objects, such as toothpicks and pipe 
cleaners, which are scraped deli- 
cately along the strings. Using this 
incongruous array of objects, Tudor 
draws forth from the piano an aston- 
ishing variety of sounds, alternately 
eerie and grotesque in character. 
The Dutch composer Louis 
Andriessen (b.1939) has also been an 
innovative exponent of musical 
graphism. His “Paintings” for flute 
and piano (1961) provide no indi- 








vidual parts but their spacious callig- 
raphy does imply a style of perform- 
ance which is at once leisurely and 
intensely virtuosic (fig. 7). The Greek 
composer Anaestis Logothetis (b. 
1938) has similarly evolved a graphic 
idiom which, like that of Bussotti, 
exhibits a continual tension between 
notational exactitude and ambiguity 
of meaning. Logothetis has been 
active both as a composer and per- 
former. His realisation of his own 
score “Agglomeration” (1960) is 
performed on a sound sculpture by 
the Viennese artist Ludwig Grise, 
which comprises a rich variety of 
metal rods, bells, strings and reso- 
nant metallic components. Improvis- 
ing a response to his own score, 
Logothetis creates a richly textured 
sound tableau whose timbral rich- 
ness evokes the Balinese Gamelan 
orchestra while eschewing definite 
rhythms in favour of an exploration 
of varying densities of metallic reso- 
nance. 

Musical graphism, far from being 
anarchistic or permissive, is best seen 
in the context of a dialogue between 
composer and performer; or it can be 
seen as exploring the interface be- 
tween composition and improvisa- 
tion. Mario Bertoncini’s score “Cifre” 
(1964-67) is exemplary in this re- 
spect. “Cifre” grew out of Bertoncini’s 
involvement with the improvisation 
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Fig 8 Logothetis: “Agglomeration” (1960) 
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ensemble Gruppe Nuova 
Consonanza. The notation (fig. 8) 
incorporates symbols and markings 
which have traditional points of ref- 
erence but are redefined in relation 
to the demands of improvisation and 
new or extended instrumental tech- 
niques. At the beginning of the score, 
for example there are shaded-in cre- 
scendo markings which symbolise 
the transition of a sustained note 
from piano to forte. At another point 
in the score, cowbells are repre- 
sented as ovals lying on the strings; at 
another point sinus-like wave figures 
indicate how the player is to move 
over the strings with brushes. For the 
procedures delegated to the key- 
board, fingerings are given similar to 
tablature in which the right hand 
fingerings receive arabic numerals 
and the left Roman numerals. The 
notation does not specify precise 
musical content but the style of play- 
ing and interaction between the play- 
ers. Many of the actions indicated do 
not have specifiable outcomes; the 
figure F indicates the use of bow hairs 





to excite the strings by means of 
friction, producing ethereal sustained 
sounds which are characterised by 
rich harmonics. Here glissando-like 
variations can be obtained by mov- 
ing the hairs forward and backward 
along the strings (indicated by the 
figure E). Other variations can be 
obtained by wrapping the hairs around 
the strings and, while holding them 
taught, using the fingers to slide 
continuously up and down the hairs. 
“Cifre”, however, is not the defini- 
tive blueprint of a composition; in- 
stead, like many of the more experi- 
mental works of the late 60s, it 
embodies an ongoing dialectic be- 
tween the realms of composition and 
performance. 

Cornelius Cardew’s “Treatise” 
(1966-8) also evolved in the context 
of his work as an improviser. It was 
written for the express purpose of 
providing a common point of refer- 
ence for the players in AMM. While 
not requiring the synchronisation of 
parts, “Treatise” nevertheless ena- 
bles the divergent strands of the 
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music to coalesce at crucial points. 
“Treatise” presents a continuous 
weaving and intermeshing of a 
plethora of graphic symbols (of which 
a few resemble conventional musical 
symbols) into a mammoth visual 
design, the aural implications of which 
are not specified in any way. Any 
numbers of musicians, using any in- 
strumentation, are free to participate 
in an interpretation of the score, and 
each musician is free to interpret it in 
his own way. The graphic elements 
appear in various guises: triangles, 
circles, circle derivations and other 
more intricate geometric forms. 
One way of interpreting “Trea- 
tise” might be to correlate these 
shapes with conventional musical 
symbols - triads, trills, irregular tremo- 
los, periodic rhythms, etc. This would 
be a conventional interpretation 
whereas a more experimental ap- 
proach would be more spontaneous 
and intuitive. In practice, AMM have 
tended to combine both approaches 
since their characteristically eclectic 
style of playing embraces both tonal 
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Fig. 8 Mario Bertoncini: "Cifre" (1964-7) 
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Fig. 9 Page 183 of Cardew’s “Treatise” 


structures and informal textures com- 
prising layers of unpitched noise. 
The score itself, by combining par- 
tially recognisable symbols with en- 
igmatic signs, embodies AMM’s own 
dialectical interplay between the fore- 
seen and the unforeseen, between 
premeditation and chance, between 
the known and the unknown. 120 
pages in length, “Treatise” presents 
a monumental challenge which, as 
John Tilbury has commented, “is 
inhibiting to all but the boldest of 
spirits”. “Its visual impact”, he goes 
on, “disconcertingly puts most per- 
formances of it in the shade”. Thus 
far from being permissive or inviting 
subjective arbitrariness, “Treatise” is 
exceptionally demanding of its per- 
formers. Rather than specifying the 
sounds to be made it offers the visual 
embodiment of a style of playing to 
which performances must aspire. Not 
surprisingly, it has rarely been played, 
except by the musicians for which it 
was originally intended. 

This view of graphic notation as 
demanding rather than permissive 
can be generalised to indeterminate 
music as a whole. Tilbury has ob- 
served of Wolff's music (16) that the 


players, apart from listening for cues, 
are so involved in the act of prepar- 
ing, timing and releasing sounds that 
they “have no opportunity for emo- 
tional self-indulgence”. Far from 
being free to follow their own im- 
pulses the players have an extremely 
intricate task to carry out and it takes 
all of their concentration to do it 
efficiently, ie. musically. Such mu- 
sic, according to Tilbury, “cultivates 
the prime qualities needed in per- 
forming: devotion, discipline and dis- 
interestedness...”. Cage has similarly 
challenged the view that indetermi- 
nacy involves an anarchistic, “any- 
thing-goes” philosophy. “Anything 
goes”, Cage comments, “but only 
when nothing is taken as the basis” 
(17), i.e. when personal desires and 
intentions have been obliterated such 
that the player attains a Zen-like state 
of unfocussed, passive awareness and 
a willingness to identify with “no 
matter what eventuality”. Insofar as 
indeterminacy embodies an ideal of 
freedom, it is a freedom achieved, 
not through self-expression, but 
through a transcendence of the ego. 
It is perhaps this ideal, rather than 
any specific concern with chance 
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procedures, which defines indeter- 
minacy as a cultural expression of the 
same period which saw the growth of 
Abstract Expressionism in painting. 
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The Last Steps to Heaven 
Allen Ravenstine 


I never knew the one they called 
Little Epi. He was gone before my 
time in Hamburg. Sitting at late 
night tables cluttered with glasses, I 
was told that Little Epi was thought 
to be the reflection of Big Epi some- 
how released from a mirror to pro- 
vide a confidant and companion. It 
wasrare tosee one without the other. 
For a number of years they were 
frequenters of the jazz clubs and 
strip joints along the Reeperbahn, 
and often more the focus of stories 
about a night on the town than the 
bands, or the women, whowere paid 
to perform in those clubs. A part of 
going out in Hamburg began to be 
second guessing where Big Epi and 
Little Epi might turn up. They mes- 
merized club audiences with hurri- 
cane-like entrances in outrageous 
costumes, juggling items snatched 
from the hands of patrons frozen in 
disbelief. They engaged in acrobat- 
ics on the mountainous terrain of 
tables and chairs, and bouts of drink- 
ing that would have paralysed most 
mortals. And some nights the dark- 
ness delivered them in tuxedos, 
smoothly performing cryptic acts of 
theatre and then departing, leaving 
a white-hot echo in the room like 
that ofan illumining artillery round. 

There was plenty of conjecture 
as to their lives beyond those rooms. 
Few people were prepared to accept 
them as working class boys with a 
curious hobby. Many believed they 
were the declining offspring of the 
aristocracy, whose radiant energy 
was merely the result of a life with 
nothing better to do, and among 
those there was confident talk of 
family resemblance. There were also 
muttered assertions of homosexual- 
ity. But they were loved - even if the 
affection was a little green around 
the edges. 

By day, Big Epi, whose name re- 
ally was Epi, was a painter. He went 
to work in a bombed-out part of 
town, painting on enormous can- 
vases in a derelict factory building 


along the tracks. I never saw any of 
his finished works, only the over- 
whelming panels of stretched can- 
vas hanging from tracks that ran 
among the roof beams in the drafty 
echoing room. Those and the un- 
settling A- ladders that stood near 
them, their yellow frames stretching 
up like spidery legs splattered with 
the bright colours of paintings that 
had left to hang in the big galleries 
of New York and Paris. 

There wasa sculpture in the cen- 
tre of his studio, a location that felt 
dangerous in that precarious room. 
Clearly, it was placed in a way that 
made it an obstacle to certain move- 
ments, and one that enhanced the 
quality it had of tapping you on the 
shoulder and reminding you of its 
presence. The focal point of the 
piece was a thickly varnished step 
ladder, a short ladder, the kind a 
more pedestrian painter might use 
to cut in a wall colour along the 
ceiling line. Around this ladder, 
coiling in wide rings, were lengths 
of heavy wire about the thickness of 
a thumb. The coils were painted in 
bright coloursasifto resemble strips 
ofblowing crepe streamers, yetsome- 
how they gave more the appearance 
of stifling smoke. Perhaps that feel- 
ing was brought about by the jagged 
pieces of steel and glass that rose 
like parti-coloured flames in suspen- 
sion from the round cabaret table 
base. 

To the best of my recollection it 
was the only sculpture Epi had ever 
done and I remember coming upon 
it and thinking that it must be some 
monument to his own work - the 
step ladder he used on the first 
painting that went big-time. A sort 
of artist’s version of the dollar bill 
that small enterprises often frame 
and hang on the wall behind the 
cash register. Epi had seen me there 
musing and he came over from mix- 
ing his paints to smile at me and 
search for words. He did not like to 
speak English and most of the time 
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it was not necessary, we communi- 
cated through gesture and the in- 
terpretations of those who were will- 
ing to speak for us. But we were 
alone that day and so, speaking care- 
fully he said, “It is called, “The Last 
Steps to Heaven’.” He continued to 
smile while he searched my face for 
some indication that he had gotten 
the translation right, and finding 
something there that satisfied him 
he laughed out loud. I laughed too, 
but I had no idea why. 

In those days I was working in a 
rock and roll band and when we 
came to Hamburg we stayed in the 
Hotel Barcelona. Epi’s wife Katrin 
would come by late in the afternoon 
to take us to the Rattingerhof - a 
small nightclub that she booked 
bands into. The club was a one sto- 
rey building in a row of storefronts 
built after the war. It was similar to a 
New Yorkclub, ashoe-box-like room, 
with the doors to the street at one 
narrow end and the stage at the 
other. A shiny black bar ran down 
one long wall, and behind it, re- 
flected in the mirrors and the deep 
red lights, were rows of exotic look- 
ing bottles with unpronounceable 
names. At night the fluorescent 
tubes in the ceiling ran in a herring- 
bone pattern of white and green 
and yellow. 

On that night, when the show 
was over, Epi was there by the side of 
the stage. He called me over with his 
handand then motioned me to lean 
over to him. He grabbed me around 
the neck and pulled me to his stub- 
bled face. He kissed me on the cheek 
and said, “Thank you,” only it came 
out, “Sank you.” The room was sul- 
try with body heat and the air above 
our heads wasacloud ofblue smoke. 
I needed to get outside. Epi looked 
foracabwhile I stood on the sidewalk 
breathing the cool air deeply. 

We rode to another part of town 
and we scoured the bars looking for 
Martinis. Epi refused to do the talk- 
ing, he told me that we would get a 





better drink if the bartender knew 
theywere foran American. We drank 
them straight-up with olives. We 
drank them in chairs along the 
sidewalk, listening to the sound of 
traffic on old roads. Sometime 
shortly before dawn, in words that 
drifted lazily from English to Ger- 
man and back again, Epi told me 
that he was five years old on the 
night Dresden was bombed into a 
firestorm. He remembered being 
awake that night and looking out 
through a small triangular window 
near the peak of the roof above the 
stairs. The sky was flickering through 
shades of pink and orange and red. 
It was very beautiful, he said. His 
mother was running through the 
house yelling. Epi heard his name 
called, but he did not answer, he 
watched the colours in the sky and 
felt no sense of danger. His mother 
found him, snatched him up under 
her arm and lugged him outside, 
bumping his head on the door jamb 
as she passed through. She took him 
to the apple orchard where his 
brother and sister stood watching 
the pillar of fire over the city some 
kilometers away. He remembered 
the twisting blaze rising up to the 
clouds and the wind that howled 
through the naked branches on its 
way to the flames. He wished itwould 
never end. 

In his memory it seemed not 
many days later that he was trying to 
sit patiently on the bed with his 
brother and sister while his mother 
told them about the journey they 
had to make. The war was nearly 
over. Soon the Russians would be in 
the village, and she did not want to 
be there when they came. They must 
surrender, she told them, but not to 
the Russians. They must run away. 
The Americans were along way away 
to the west and they must find them. 
There were no trains and the roads 
were not safe and there was no pet- 
rol for the car anyway, they would 
have to walk. They would travel at 
night and hide in the woods during 
the day. They mustactlike the foxes. 
They must be brave and serious. 

They left the house on a night 
when the moon was dark. At first it 
was the adventure that Epi thought 
it would be, and his imagination ran 


wild in the darkness. The glory of 
war was in the forest, he flashed his 
steel in the starlight and sent the 
enemy running. Butall too soon his 
legs grew tired and the little suitcase 
tugged at his fingers and pulled the 
joy of adventure from his thoughts. 
He wanted to go home. They went 
for three nights across fields and 
over wooded hills. There was still 
snow in the places the sun never 
reached and the streams ran thick 
with cold. “It was too far,” he said, “I 
was cold all the time. I cried the 
whole way.” They made it to an 
American camp where they were 
given hot food and coffee. There 
were blankets and a tent to sleep in, 
but there was no heat. Epi remem- 
bered there was mud everywhere 
and his mother cried all the time. 
He didn’t understand why they had 
left home. 

Eventually they were resettled in 
a village near Fulda. They lived in a 
small house; it wasn’t as good as 
their old one, but it was all right. 
One day, when the first summer was 
nearly over, aman came to the door 
claiming to be Epi’s uncle Heinrik. 
Epi thought he recognised the man, 
but notas an uncle. He thought the 
man looked like his father, only old 
and sad. His mother hesitated in the 
doorway, and then kissed the man 
on the cheek and invited him in. 

Some dayslater the children went 
to her, with the oldest as spokesman 
and told her that they did not have 
an uncle Heinrik. She said that their 
memory had been affected by the 
war, that they most certainly did 
have an uncle Heinrik, and that he 
would be living with them from now 
on. Their father had been killed by 
the Russians, and they should feel 
very fortunate that his brother had 
survived and had come to live with 
them and help with expenses. They 
owed hima great debt and he was to 
be treated with respect. They did 
not speak of it again. 

The man got a job at the local 
school teaching mathematics. He 
slept on a battered couch in the 
living room and he kept a certain 
distance from the children. Epi’s 
mother ran the household and the 
man made no effort to interfere. 
The children became less sure than 
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Heinrik was really their father, but 
Epi never believed that the man was 
his uncle. The war had not affected 
hismemory. Atnight he stood in the 
darkened corner by the stairs and 
watched the man in the big stuffed 
chair grading papers. He did not 
like Heinrik, and he didn’t care that 
he should be grateful. At thirteen 
he ran away from home. He went to 
Hamburg and lied about his age. He 
worked in a steel mill, at first push- 
ing a broom and then later chip- 
ping coke from the catwalks around 
the stacks with ajackhammer. There 
was whiskey and after a time there 
were women to rub against his skin, 
but it wasn’t much comfort. 

Only after Heinrik was dead and 
Epi’s mother was sure that the can- 
cer was killing her, did she admit to 
him that the man was really her 
beloved Johann. She begged the 
children to forgive her, and to try to 
understand. She and Johann had 
been very afraid. The Russians 
wanted to try him for war crimes, 
and the Americans would turn him 
over if they knew. He was innocent, 
they must believe her when she said 
that. Epi believed that his father was 
innocent, and he told his mother 
that he forgave them both for the 
lies. But he was comforting an old 
woman, and sitting in the earlymorn- 
ing darkness, I could see the hurt 
that was still in him, through the 
aging hands and the short silver 
hair, through the wire rim glasses 
and the gin smile. 

We staggered through the streets 
until we saw a cab, and then we rode 
the rest of the way to the studio. Epi 
was not living at home any more, 
Katrin had told me. She had asked 
him to leave. There was another 
woman, ayounger woman, the usual 
story. 

They put thataside the nextnight 
though and we all met at the apart- 
ment before going to dinner. Katrin 
brought many bands to Hamburg to 
play in the Rattingerhof, and most 
of them were invited to the apart- 
ment at one time or another. The 
activity there centered around a 
large white table that sat in a white 
room at the end of the hallway from 
the front door, and it looked out 
through French doors across the 


balcony toa parkanda green church 
steeple beyond. Many of the musi- 
cians who came there arrived in 
ferocious costume and were a curi- 
ous contradiction to the ordered 
and expensive surroundings, butthe 
contrast was nearly blinding when 
Epi and Katrin’s daughters were in 
the room. 

Marta and Helga were blonde- 
haired and blue-eyed, and they were 
steeped in old-school manners. They 
were unafraid of strangers, and not 
put off by the foreign languages 
they heard around the big dining 
room table. They watched the faces 
and giggled at the sound of new 
words. They arrived from school in 
lacy pinafores and shiny shoes and 
were alive in the face of guests who 
were marked with tattoos and wore 
studded black leather. Marta and 
Helga broke down their mother’s 
fiery visitors, melted them into older 
brothers who offered horsey-back 
rides and fairy tales. 

Epi had never been very much a 
part of that life. He went to his 
studio early in the morning before 
the girls had gone to school and he 
rarely came home before the light 
had faded. He was polite to Katrin’s 
guests, but he did not sit with them 
around the table. Instead, he tended 
to stand a few feet away by the win- 
dow, usually with a drink in his hand. 
He looked on withasmile and when- 
ever someone included him in their 
search for eye contact while speak- 
ing excitedly about a band they had 
seen or some new song they were 
working on, Epi would nod as if 
engrossed. But rock music was not 
his dish. For Epi God had come to 
earth in the form of Charlie Parker, 
and during the days when “Bird” 
was in Europe, he had sold whatever 
he had to to get a car and he and 
Little Epi had followed Parker’s tour. 
He spoke of those shows with his 
hands, while his eyes rolled up to- 
ward heaven. He did not have much 
use for records. There was only live 
music for him, it had to be made in 
aroom with an audience, only then 
could the magic happen. Music was 
talk, a kind of language that rose 
above words, there had to be a con- 
versation, it couldn’t happen with 
records. 
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We drankan orchestra at dinner 
that night. It started when Epi or- 
dered some wine that hada trumpet 
on the label. Pointing to it with a 
grin, he called the waiter back to the 
table and said something to him 
that made Katrin laugh. After that 
more bottles came and on them 
were timpani, and cellos, and vio- 
lins. He was stumped by the time it 
came to the cognac, but we all ap- 
plauded the effort. Epi stood and 
took a bow. “Promise me you will 
always make your music live,” he 
said. 

We walked slowly back to the 
apartment. Epi and Katrin walked 
ahead of me, each with their hand 
in the other’s rear pocket. I watched 
them andimagined Martaand Helga 
athomein their beds sleeping sound 
and secure, and the babysitter in 
thatimmaculate and expensively fur- 
nished living room, dressed in a 
leopard-skin leotard, black leather 
vest, motorcycle boots, aspiky blond 
Mohawk and multiple earrings. He 
had been playing the piano and 
singing Danny Boy in a pure Irish 
tenorwhen we left, Marta and Helga 
listening to him. They were sitting 
with their ankles crossed, their hands 
folded in their laps, blue ribbons in 
their hair - enchanted. 

There was spring in the air over 
Hamburg that night, and smelling 
the green on the leaves and the 
scent of life that a south wind always 
carries, I remembered what Katrin 
told me about the sculpture in Epi’s 
studio. “The Last Steps to Heaven” 
were the steps Little Epi had taken 
to a leap with a rope around his 
neck. He had left no note, and no 
one had seen it coming. Epistopped 
painting for a year or so, he went to 
the bar and he stayed there. And 
then one day, as if waking up from a 
long sleep, he went to the studio 
and made the sculpture, working 
non- stop. He had decided to for- 
give Little Epi, and it was clear that 
he had decided something else too; 
there’s only one place we’re going, 
and sooner or later we all get there. 
It might as well be heaven. 


Illustrations: Les Coleman 
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Koongoortoog 
Track (3.50) 
Performed by 
Kaigal-Ool Khovalyg (voice), Albert Kouvezin, Sayan 
Bapa, Alexander Bapa. 

This piece is taken from a cassette and is used by 
permission. At time of going to press further informa- 
tion has not yet reached us. We will include this in our 
next issue. 


The Adenoid Quartet 

Ostritch Wheel (6.58) 

Written by Django Bates. 

Teena Lyle - tuned percussion. 

Eddie Parker - flutes. 

Ashley Slater - bass trombone. 

Sarah Collins - piano. 

This piece was written specially for us by Django, who 
was intrigued by the line-up. It is really a miniature 
concerto for trombone and, despite appearances, is 
entirely scored. The title appeared during a telephone 
conversation with the composer. 

The Adenoid Quartet is about 4 years old, but because 
Ed, Ashand Teenaare all very busy most of the time and 
I can’t pay them very much, we don’t play that often. I 
knew I wanted to find people who were very committed 
to all aspects of music since I left university, and gener- 
ally I have failed to find this amongst classically trained 
musiciains. The Adenoid Quartet grew out of my desire 
to work with players I really respected, and Ashley’s 
wanting to be stretched more than his usual areas of 
playing demanded. We shall add Steve Buckley (Saxes) 
and John Parricelli (Guitar) shortly and are assembling 
a repertoire for this line up. If anyone is interested in 
writing for us, please call London (0)71 226 2676. 
Contact: Sarah Collins, 100 Highbury Hill, London N5 
1AT, UK. 
































Tom Nunn 

TP2 (7.07) 

Tom Nunn - techphonic plate. 

Doug Carroll - engineering/processing. 

I design and build original musical instruments specifi- 
cally for improvisation, with elements of non-linearity, 
unpredictability or ambiguity. I make, essentially, two 
types of instruments: electroacoustic percussion boards 
(EPBs) and space plates. The instrument heard here, 
Techphonic Plate II (“Place of Three Moons”), is one of 
the largest EPBs, measuring 8' x 3' and standing at 
shoulder level using two 1/2" pipes mounted to sepa- 
rate plywood disc bases (see picture). 

EPBs typically consist of 3/4" high-grade plywood sheets 
(of various size/shape) with sound-making devices at- 
tached, such as threaded steel rods, bronze rods, nails, 
springs, music wire, combs and textured surfaces of 
various colours/shapes. These devices are played in a 
number of ways using different implements, such as 
fingernails, guitar picks, small rubber stick-mallets, knit- 
ting needles, combs, small bows etc. A pickup (contact 
microphone) is attached to the backside of the board at 
an optimum location to provide amplification of the 
sounds travelling through the board itself; there is no 
resonator. The amplified signal is then digitally proc- 
essed to extend the timbral palette further. 
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John Oswald 


Z (0.15) 

John Zorn/Naked City Plunderphonicised. 

47 edits of 35 sound slices, each between 1/20 and 1 
second long. Total time 14 seconds. 

See elsewhere in this issue the interview with John 
Oswald about the travails of his “plunderphonic” CD. 
Oswald has written extensively for dance (many pieces 
of which feature on ‘Discosphere’ - RERJOCD), his own 
‘Mystery Laboratory’ cassette series and appearances 
on various collections, as well as the not-for-sale 
“plunderphonic” EP and CD. A new piece, ‘Plexure’, is 
due shortly to be released in Japan. 

Contact: Mystery Laboratory, Box 727, Station Toronto, 
Canada. 


! aoe 
yes aaeert Mehr? 

The first EPBs were horizontal to the floor, like tables; 
more recently, I’ve used stands which support them at 
a 45-degree angle, somewhat like a podium. However, 
the audience’s perspective is that of the player’s. Though 
the player’s back is to the audience, his actions and the 
instrument itself are more readily visible. In the case of 
the Techphonic Plates, the performance becomesa sort 
of dance. 
Indeed, my purpose in making the Techphonic Plate 
series has been to integrate three elements - music, 
sculpture, and dance -intoa single expression. Whereas 
almost all of my other instruments have been symmetri- 
cal by design (because of their “instrumental” nature) 
the Techphonic Plates represent my attempt to create 
visually interesting, non-symmetrical graphic images 
using the devices, without, of course, compromising 
their accessibility. It is, in a sense, “painting with objects 
on a canvas of plywood.” 
I do this work because I like to “walk on fences,” and it 
presents many to walk on: aural/visual, structural/ 
intuitive, hi-tech/low- tech, static image/moving im- 
age, etc., etc. And the thrill of walking on fences is 
challenging barriers to a holistic art/life practice in 
which everything comes to bear on any given moment. 
Tom Nunn. 
Contact: Tom Nunn, 3016 25th St., San Francisco, 
California 94110, USA. 








Lesego Rampolokeng with 
The Kalahari Surfers 


The Desk (3.32) 

the DESK is in an office 

the DESK has a telephone 

the DESK speaks to us 

the DESK says that now is the time 

the DESK has changed completely 

move everything to one side... move it all across 
across to the left... that’s better... a little bit more 
that’s fine... I said that’s looking good 

the DESK reiterates the view... 

the DESK maintains that... 

the DESK reaffirms its commitments to... 

the DESK should not be criticised 

said a statement from... 

everybody stand still... hold it... hold it... what’s happening 
something’s different, something’s changed, we 
will not allow it... keep moving... move your body... to the left 
the DESK has a problem 

the DESK is our future 

the DESK is a joke 

don’t get on the wrong side of the DESK 

will the DESK be used as a platform? 

OK OK hold it... fold it... this has gone too far 
I’m gonna have to make a statement 

I’m gonna write it up here 

here on this board 

now, where’s the chalk? 

Can everybody see... can everybody see clearly? 
there are only seven words in this statement 
remember them... can you read it? 

is it clear? does anyone have any questions? 
yes... you with the glasses... what’s your question? 
does the DESK have a mandate 

does the DESK have a chair 

who is on the DESK 

who is behind the DESK 


Dildadafish 

What’s the Point? (2.04) 

The idea of Diledadafish is to create music without a 
very deep knowledge of music theory: trial and error 
and listen - to arrive at a nice tone object, or not. Most 
pieces grow out of long experimental sessions, trapped 
on tape at the right time. The random is an important 
partner. Our playground isassembled from readymades: 
kitchen utensils, home made electronic devices 
(vocoder, ringmodulator), sampler, synthesiser, voice 
to midi converter and computer, sax, guitar, bass, noises. 
Dadagraphy: 

Western & Osten (MC 1984) 

NOP No. 1/9 (Fanzine 1983-5) 

NOP Tonkonserve (MC 1985) 

Wallpaintings (Walls at BIEL 1985) 

Diledadafish (MC 1987) 

Boule de Naphthaline (LP 1988) 

Mothball (CD 1991) 

Contact: Yucca Tree Records, Statthalterstrasse 60, CH- 
3018, Bern, Switzerland. 
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Words and Music: Warric Sony 

Discography: 

End Beginnings (Shifty Records, SA, 1992). 

Kalahari Surfers only, selected: 

Own Affairs (Gross National Products/ Recommended 
198). 

Living In the Heart of the Beast (Recommended, RR 
24). 

Sleep Armed (Recommended, RR 26). 

Bigger Than Jesus (Recommended, RR 38). 

Contact: c/o Shifty, PO Box 27513, Bertsham 2013, 
Transvaal, South Africa. 

















Peter Machajdik 

Death in 40 Pictures (1.53) 

Peter Machajdik - electric guitar, Walkman. 

Martin Burlas - bass, trumpet. 

Recorded at Vitebsk Broken Studio, Bratislava, Sept. 
1991. Produced by PM and MB. Co-produced by Olga 
Smetanova and Daniel Balaz. Engineered and mixed by 
Juraj Stubniac. 

Peter Machajdik. From 1986: Music environments and 
soundspaces inside and open air; audio visual and 
multimedia projects. From 1987: Contributor to for- 
eign language music magazines (Keyboard, Jazz Forum, 
Crescendo &c). From 1988: Member of Transmuseq 
Comp, an ensemble of musicians, sonic and other 
artists. Prizewinner at International Competition for 
Electronic and computer Music at Varese. Improvised 
music workshop with Vinko Globokar and electronic 
music course in Amsterdam. 1990: Founded Vitebsk 
Broken. 1992: DAAD Scholarship. 
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Cornelius Cardew 

Vietnam’s Victory (6.12) 

On the 22, 23, 24 November 1991, Goldsmiths’ College, 
London, held a weekend of events commemorating 
the life and works of Cornelius Cardew. This recording 
was made at the final concert on Sunday 24th in the 
Great Hall. It was one of seven pieces played, mostly by 
musicians at the College. Vietnam’s Victory was con- 
ducted by Dave Smith. This recording was made on 
DAT by Keith Rowe. Special thanks to Keith Rowe, John 
Tilbury and Horace Cardew. 


ROT SO carts 





Tizanio Popoli and N.O.R.M.A. 

Circus Music 

1. Introduzion (0.34) 

2. la diva (0.46) 

3. L’indiano (2.24) 

4. La ballerina (2.27) 

J. Il cinese (1.00) 

6. Finale* (1.31) 

Composed by T.Popoli. 

N.O.R.M.A. is a project of Tiziano Popoli and Massimo 
Simonini. It is the result of the common work between 
two groups of musicians that have never worked to- 
gether before: Giorgio Fabbri Casadei, Massimo 
Semprini and Gerard Antonio Coatti from the group 
Ars Flexis and Ella Guru; Paola Garavaldi, Massimo 
Simonini, Paolo Grandi and Tiziano Popoli from the 
Popoli-Dalpane Ensemble. 

We worked together for about 10 days between Septem- 
ber and October 1990 in Massimo’s living room, trying 
to find a similar musical language. So we realised three 
suites: “Suite from Psycho” (B.Hermann), 
“ChiNOISErie” and “Circus Music” (T.Popoli). We taped 
all the work live, without overdubbing, directly to DAT. 
“Circus Music” comes from a musical score composed 
for Arturo Brachetti, a quick change artist who per- 
formed this act for Thames Television last October. It is 
a series of short pieces, every one of which sounds like 
a circus act. For the present version we would like to 








think ofitasan hommage to the great Italian composer, 
Nino Rota, and to the music that he wrote for “The 
Clowns” by Federico Fellini. 

N.O.R.M.A. is a mobile and nomad group that periodi- 
cally meets to elaborate new ideas. At the moment it 
comprises: 

Giorgio Fabbri Casadei: guitar. 

Gerard Antonio Coatti: trombone. 

Paola Garavaldi: violin. 

Paolo Grandi: fretless bass. 

Roberto Monari: sound engineer. 

Tiziano Popoli: sampling & electronic keyboards, 
“samplercussions”. 

Massimo Semprini: alto sax. 


Al Margolis 

Sonnet 2 (2.32) 

From a cycle of 22 sonnets. This is “A Thursday of 
Fitzgeralds” by Jay Nora. All 22 sonnets are being set as 
a song cycle by Al Margolis for voice, guitar, oboe and 
accordion. It may or may not be performed as a stage 
piece for live musicians and tape. At present it is still a 
work-in-progress. 


All that a window is queerest of inventions 

All that oscillates and darts past it 

Framed by this simple rectangular structure 

A window all windows from this window I gaze 

A window all windows from this window 

Let the night quiver before it 

Let the sun scorch it in sheer desperation 

A window all windows from this window I muse 
My prison my instant of knowledge a solitary frame 
Friday afternoon waiting on a saxophone night 
The modern plague see it in my eyes 

I died a negro on 28th Street see it in my eyes 

I smelled basil and at once closed my eyes 

A woman’s shape under my hand motionless and cold 
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Massimo Simonini: records, CD, tapes, objects, 
percussions, Casio SK1, voice. 

(* Final voices by Emanuela Grimalda and Alterugo 
from “Il bum della radio”, inter (con) ferenza telematica 
by Massimo Simonini.) 

Recorded October 1990 by Roberto Monari. 
Arrangements by T.Popoli & N.O.R.M.A. 

Produced by T.Popoli. 

Thanks to Chris Cutler, Franco Visioli, Roberto Monari 
& N.O.R.M.A. 

Contacts: Tiziano Popoli, y.Gramsci 1, 41058 Vignola 
(Mo) Italy 

Massimo Simonini, v.del Monte 1, 41058 Vignola (Mo) 
Italy 


Music by Al Margolis. Text, Jay Noya. 

Al Margolis - guitar. 

Mitzi Mekville - voice. 

Brian Charles - oboe. 

Matty Jankowski - accordion. 

Recorded in 1991, engineered by Al Margolis, Mixdown 
Margolis and Dan Andreana. 

Contact: If, Bwana, PO Box 150022, Van Brunt Station, 
Brooklyn, NY 11215 USA. 





David Myers 

"Title Unknown (No.4)” (2.35) 

All sounds are originated from an old 1950’S LP called 
‘Hot Percussion’, sampled and played live to tape with 
an Atari computer and algorithmic/rhythmic composer 
software.” 


David Myers usually works under the name “Arcane 
Device” -several pieces and one LP of his have appeared 
on ReR, and many other projects exist, all of which may 
be obtained direct from him at 228 Bleeker St., Number 
8, New York, NY 10014-4420, USA. 
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Biota 

Walk Aside (4.04) 

Photo-collage by Tom Katsimpalis 

Composition / Mixdown by Biota 

Recorded August 1987 and mixed February 1992 at DYS 
Studio, Fort Collins, Colorado. 

Engineers: William Sharp and Mark Piersel. 

Tom Katsimpalis - electric and bass guitars. 

Mark Piersel - acoustic guitar, trumpet, percussion. 
Steve Scholbe -alto sax, bass clarinet, flute, ching, percs. 
William Sharp - processing, bagpipes. 

Gordon Whitlow - piano, organ, bass guitar, banjo. 
Larry Wilson - drum kit. 
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ZGA 

Lost Title (3.12) 

Nick Sudnik: Ring Modulator, Keyboards, Iron Objects, 
Voice. 

Alexander Zhihlin: Bass, Percussion. 

Vadim Petrenko: Guitar. 

Michail Judenich: Drums, Percussion. 

Recorded winter 1991 at ‘Showimpex’ Studio, Riga, 
Latvia. 

Engineer Juris Moritz. 

Contact: ZGA ‘The Wing’, 10 Pushkinskaya St. Apt N1, 
St. Petersburg, 191040, Russia. 


mont tread 





Biota-Mnemonists is a sound and visual group. Works 
available include: 

Horde (LP ReR C21) 

Gyromancy (LP DYS 10) 

Rackabones (Dbl LP DYS 12-13) 

Awry (10" BAAL 333) 

Tumble (CD ReR BCD) 

Bellowing Room/Tinct (CD ReR BCD2) 

Almost Never (CD ReR BCD3) 

Contact: c/o Bill Sharp, 910 W.Mulberry, Fort Collins, 
Colorado 80521, USA. 











Blitzoids 

Chair (photo project piece) (3.27) 

Photo: Scott Johnson. 

Music: Blitzoids. 

Recorded 1989 at Lisle, Illinois. 

Engineer: Chris DeChiara. 

Instruments: Radio, Keys, Sink, Fluorescent Light, Door, 
Chair, Table &c. 

Blitzoids are: Chris DeChiara, Jim Nickels, Steve 
DeChiara. 

“This piece was comprovised with ordinary household 
objects and the sounds they make. These sounds were 
distorted and treated with a minimal amount of process- 
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Martin Burlas 

The Cross and the Circle (extract) (5.23) 

Original version for 2 live trumpets and ambient sounds, 
completed in 1989. This live version from a concert by 
Vitebsk Broken, Kurzweil played and sampled by Martin 
Burlas. 

Its main theme is the self destruction of a man, with 
romantic prologue... 

Martin Burlas was born on October 23 in Bratislava, 
Czecholovakia. He works as a music producer in Slovak 
Radio. He is a member of the group ‘Veni’ and leader 
of the ensembles ‘Sleepy Motion’ and ‘Vitebsk Broken’. 
Later this year his opera ‘Rosy Kingdom’ will be pre- 
miered in London with the Mecklenburgh Opera con- 
ducted by Ann Manson. 

Discography: 

Simultaneous Quartet (Opus 911 2115, 1988). 

Piece on ‘Veni’ CD (Globus International). 

Sleepy Motion CD (Globus International). 

9 Easy Pieces and Other Songs CD (Zoon Records). 


ing gear: a cheap digital delay and harmonizer, an old 
distortion pedal and a reverb unit. The photo is of a 
rocking chair that has been distorted while being devel- 
oped.” 

Selected Discography: 

Stealing from Helpless Children LP 

Look Up LP 

- on compilations - 

Ralph Records ‘Potatoes Vol. 1’ 

ReR Quarterly 0201 

Panic Records ‘What is Truth. Vol. 1’ 

FOT Passed Normal Vol. 4. 

Solo CD in progress from Chris DeChiara 1993. 
Contact: PO Box 1421, Lisle, Illinois 60532, USA. 














Thinking Plague 

How To Clean Squid (5.29) 

Written and arranged by Johnson, Bradford, Fleishman, 
Drake, Rick, Arsenault. 

Performed by 

Mike Johnson - guitar, voice. 

Bob Drake - bass guitar, violin, voice. 

Mark Fuller - drums, percussion. 

Lawrence Hawgseth - synthesisers (left). 

Eric Jacobson - synthesisers (right). 

Susanne Lewis - voice. 

Live sound engineered by Greg Heimbecker. Live con- 
cert recorded at StageWest, Denver, Fall 1987. 


Pull tentacles firmly but slowly from body sac. 

Cut them crosswise above eyes. 

Remove thin clear cartilege from body sac. 

Leave body intact. 

Intestines should come out with tentacles. 

Hold body under cold running water while peeling away 
Spotted outer membrane. 

Turn body sac inside out. 

Rinse away any grit or tissue still attached under running 
water. 


The performing version of Plague assembled for con- 
certs in 1987 was the first since players on the first LP, 
“A Thinking Plague”, had performed in 1983. The 
group meanwhile had remained in the founding care of 
Mike Johnson and Bob Drake and operated only as a 
recording project, gathering Susanne Lewis, Mark Fuller 
and Eric Jacobson on the way to the second LP, 
“Moonsongs”. In early 1986 a brief essay toward live 
performance proved shortlived, leaving only the collec- 
tive arrangement of Johnson’s “Etude for Combo” 
which appears on “Moonsongs” to mark its passing. 
At the time all of us were playing in other groups, less 
internationally, but better locally appreciated, and were 
struggling otherwise to make a living. Devoting endless 
hours to rehearsing an “Art Rock” band that could 
hardly support even one of its members made more 
demands than most of us were either capable or willing 
to meet. 

However, by June 1987, Mike Johnson persuaded the 
“Moonsongs” group to try again. Bob and Mark were 
playing in Singapore with a progressive Jazz/Rock group 
(Bruce Odland Big Band) through June, and Mark 
went directly to Bali (he’s studied Balinese and Indian 
percussion) and returned only two weeks before our 
first concert - for which we had to create 75 minutes of 
composed pieces from scratch. We worked up to 8 
hours a day until the first show - at StageWest, a kind of 
artsy downtown cabaret/theatre in Denver with 250 
seat capacity. As it turned out many people were turned 
away - and though the place couldn’t have been fuller, 
the group still lost about $50. Other concerts followed, 
including an opener for Sonic Youth. The recording 
here is from a return engagement at StageWest, shortly 
after which Eric left to pursue his own projects. Because 





the group was so tight wound, his departure caused the 
live performance group to unravel and “Thinking 
Plague” returned to being a studio group. 

A few months later the material for the CD eventually 
released as “In This Life” was ready, and this band also 
started to perform, but these performances were more 
organic and less “wound up” than the old group. Thus 
this recording (and there are others which will hopefully 
one day see the light) captures a unique phase of 
Thinking Plague - when we used heavy line synthesiser 
orchestration and strove fora highly ‘produced’ sound, 
with our own stage equipment: electric/electronic and 
acoustic drums with digital effects switched by the 
drummer, five different synthesisers with digital effects 
units and numerous foot operated guitar effects boxes 
with computerised switching for bass effects. 

These recordings were made using two microphones, 
about 40 feet from the stage, and a Sony F-1 digital VHS 
system. 


Discography: 

A Thinking Plague 

Moonsongs 

In This Life (CD - plus extra songs from the previous two 
LPs). 

The group is currently working on a new CD, with new 
players Dave Kerman (5 UU’s and U Totem), drums, 
and Sanjay Cumar (also 5 UU’sand Totem), keyboards. 


A mixed group consisting of members of Thinking Plague and 
5 UU’s plan a small European tour in late 1994, and will 
perform Plague, 5 UU’s and some Bob Drake new pieces: this 
will be-a unique event. Promoters please contact the address 
below or Retours c/o ReR. 

Contact: Thinking Plague/Mike Johnson, 2209 S.Emerson 
St., Denver, Colorado 80210, USA. 
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Les Salles Combles 

Les Cons Ont Danse: Lait Condense (3.34) 
Composed by Yves Chichillos Hausermann. 

Recorded and mixed at Le Studio des Usinesin Serrieres, 
Neuchatel, Switzerland by Momo Rossel. 

Anne Lele: Bass, voice 

Dodo: Keyboads, Voice 

Chichillos: Guitar, Voice 

Gilles V Rieder: Drums, Voice 

Discography: 

Due very shortly a CD “Les Combles en Fonte” on Trans 
Mekanik. 

Contact: C. Addor, Ecluse 12, CH.2000 Neuchatel, 
Switzerland. 


Chris Cutler & Fred Frith 

Encore! (1.12) 

Live recording from the “Electo-Akustisk Koncert”, 
Nordlyd Music Festival, Trondheim, 16 October 1991. 
Recordd direct to DAT by Bjoern Jaeger Sjoeholt. 
Composed by Cutler/Frith and a roomful of very seri- 
ous Norwegians. Thanks to Trond Einar Garmo, Kjell 
Oversand and Arne Nordheim. 





A short exposition of 


LGA's instruments 


Overleaf are two kinds of Frame Zgamoniums. 


The timbre spectra obtainable depend not only on the springs used, but also on the 
specifications of the metal plates and the amplifying system of piezo-electric contact 
microphones employed. 


To achieve given results the combination of springs is arrived at empirically (by experiment). 
The sound character of these instruments also derives from the playing methods: ZGA mainly use 
wooden or plastic sticks, pieces of rubber, fingers and bows. 


Here also are examples of other Zgamonia: Cello and Bass (5 and 6), 
Zgdrums and Perzgassion (7 - 10). 


Other instruments used are toy reeds, whistles, combs, &c. 
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SS Springs of different 
hardness. 





ag Some metal tubes 


Sound: singing and 
glissani bells. 







Small soft spring - sound is very harsh 
and straight. 
Played by bow or fingers. 












Long hard spring. Played with rubber 
(sounds low and deep), wooden or 
plastic sticks, fingers. = 







A length of string. Played by bow. 
Sound is rich and deep, like cello 
or contrabass. 





i 
Springs 


Metal units 






Small hard spring. Played with rubber 
or wooden sticks. 
Sound very low and reverberent. 











Fishing line (reinforcing element). 





Played with plastic sticks 
and pieces of rubber 














EXAMPLE OF 
COMBINATION OF SPRINGS 





HIGH PERZGUSSION 





Dirk Vallons 


CELLO 
(Two models) 


Played with bow, stick, 
baton, fingers 

Sound like cello, contrabass, 
chinese viola 


Insulation 


Played with fingers, 
baton, bow, combs, plastic stick 
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Metal Plate 


BASS DRUM 





The box + 50 x 80 x 30 is used to transport the other instruments 
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